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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological study was to explore and understand
the sensemaking process of how Black women administrators at PWIs use their intersectional
experiences to develop a leader identity. This study used an endarkened feminist epistemology to
view leadership development from the individualistic and collective perspectives of Black
women leaders. Black feminist thought (BFT) and critical race feminism (CRF) were used as the
theoretical frameworks serving as the lens through which their lived experiences were examined
and analyzed. Purposive and theoretical sampling procedures were utilized, including volunteer
and snowball techniques, to select ideal participants from various four-year, public PWIs
throughout the United States. Data were collected from participant journaling and individual
interviews. Data analysis techniques took a deductive whole-part-whole analysis approach. The
study’s findings indicated that Black women administrators at PWIs used their intersectional
experiences through noticing, interpreting, authoring, and enacting behaviors to make sense of
their leader identity. By sharing their journeys, participants revealed that as they were making
sense of the world of leadership, so too were others making sense of them as Black women
leaders. The results of this study will be used to provide a leadership framework to PWIs that
are seriously committed to assisting Black women administrators in their leadership
development.
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CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW OF STUDY
The purpose of Chapter One is to provide an overview of the research project to include:
a background of the study, a statement of the problem, the study’s purpose, the research
questions, definitions of pertinent constructs, delimitations, my positionality as the researcher,
the epistemological and theoretical frameworks, the research design summary, the significance
of the study, and its limitations.
Background of the Study
Imagine being in a position of authority, needing to hire an employee, and wanting to
ensure you recruited the best person for the job. Think about what types of skills and
characteristics you would consider. Most would agree they would prefer to hire the person who
is the most qualified for the position and whose skills and education best meet the needs of the
organization. Now, imagine what your reaction would be if the most qualified person for the job
is an African American woman, but you are told by your superiors not to hire her because she
“does not look like” she belongs in that environment. What would be your reaction? Sadly, this
is just one of the racist, sexist, and discriminatory instances I have witnessed since I started
working in the field of higher education, particularly one of the first encounters at a
predominantly white institution (PWI).
Although some would like to regard such scenarios as isolated instances of gendered
racism or discrimination, research has indicated that African American women experience
situations similar to these on an ongoing basis when holding leadership roles in higher education
(Collins, 2000; Cooper, 2017; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Wing, 2003). Furthermore, these
experiences are frequently more adverse and negatively impact their careers and their
development as leaders (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Although many
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institutions have acknowledged and committed to providing diverse safe spaces for all faculty,
staff, and students, they oftentimes fall short of providing the necessary tools to support all
groups.
As I sit and ponder my own personal, educational, and professional experiences as a
Black woman and how they have shaped my leadership development in higher education, I am
reminded of an assertion made in one of my favorite books, The Souls of Black Folk. Du Bois
(1903/2014) started the very first pages of the book contending “the problem of the twentieth
century is the problem of the color-line …” (p. 9). Referencing the obvious divide between races
and the reality that Black people at the time were treated as second-class citizens, Du Bois
inquired of Black people to rhetorically contemplate how it felt to be regarded as a problem.
To this day, Black women in higher education still report instances of isolation,
mistreatment, lower annual salaries compared to their White and Black counterparts, no sense of
belonging in their work environments, and policies and procedures that do not truly take their
best interests at heart (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Consequently, my
mind immediately begins to draw parallels to the problem Du Bois (1903/2014) alluded to in his
work. I do understand and can personally attest to the fact that racism still plays a profound role
in how many groups are viewed and treated in our society. Yet, I argue the problem of the 21st
century is not only the problem of the color line but also the problem of the gender line, the class
line, and all other lines that combine to cause minoritized populations to be oppressed. This work
shows us we all still have some work to do in addressing all of these issues.
The experiences of Black women have long been misunderstood, at least, and ignored, at
best, partly due to their distinctive positionalities and standpoints in our society (Collins, 2000;
Crenshaw, 1991; Davis & Maldonado, 2015). The challenges they encounter as a result of their
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unique and complex experiences are existent in the larger society, but remnants of those same
struggles are present within the contexts of higher education leadership and have affected their
leadership development (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Gardner et al., 2014; Glover, 2012; Henry,
2010). So, the question still remains—what can we do to better understand the experiences of
Black women in leadership roles and what can institutions do to be more inclusive and provide
the resources necessary to support them in their progression as leaders.
Statement of the Problem
A blatant lack of respect and failure to incorporate the unique experiences and
perspectives of minoritized populations into the foundations of American society has forced a
persistent hold on its social fabric (Aguirre & Martinez, 2006). Unfortunately, institutions of
higher education mimic the practices of the larger society and have not been very responsive to
the issues posed by rapidly growing diverse groups in the United States that have chosen to enter
the higher education arena (Aguirre & Martinez, 2006). Particularly for Black women, that hold
administrative leadership roles at PWIs, the reality of the negative experiences they face on a
daily basis are frequently carried over to our campuses. Here, among other places, they are
expected to not only lead but also to support and protect students from the very adversities that
they experience themselves (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015).
Research has indicated despite the increase in diverse populations present on campuses
today, African American women are the least likely to be placed in leadership roles (Jean-Marie
et al., 2009; West, 2015). West (2015) proclaimed African American women differ in their
backgrounds, experiences, and appearances and these same distinctions link them as they
struggle to be accepted and regarded as respected members of society. These women tend to
experience social isolation, marginalization, and unwelcoming campus communities, which have
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ultimately hindered leadership opportunities, experiences, and development for them in higher
education settings (West, 2015).
Leadership theories are often criticized for not truly depicting the experiences of the
diverse community of leadership (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Due to their foundations in calling
racism, sexism, and classism into question and explicitly seeking to both explore and understand
Black women experiences, critical race feminism (CRF) and Black feminist thought (BFT) have
frequently been used in explaining the leadership encounters and challenges faced by this unique
population (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Individuals with single subordinate identities compared
to those with multiple-subordinate identities have significantly different leadership accounts and
tend to experience more adversity in their roles (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015). This is
the reality most Black women face as leaders in higher education.
Intersectionality, a prominent theme of CRF describes the notion that oppression is not
unidirectional and can be experienced across intersectional planes, like race, gender, and class
(Crenshaw, 1991; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). The concept also
highlights the unique and complex system of injustices that arise as a result of possessing
multiple-subordinated identities (Crenshaw 1991; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Delgado &
Stefancic, 2010). Hence, an African American woman would not only identify herself by her
race (African American), but she would also classify herself by her gender (woman). The
combination of these characteristics creates a unique experience for the individual and opens the
door for inequalities as a result of both identities and the accompanying systems of oppression
(Davis & Maldonado, 2015). The concept of standpoint, a foundational principle of Black
feminist thought, has further acknowledged the unique bond Black women share because of
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these commonalities and unique sociopolitical positions, while further detailing the collective
challenges they encounter (Collins, 2000).
Although one could easily argue for the need to explore the experiences of Black women
at large, this study was bounded to focusing on their leadership experiences specifically and how
those experiences inform their leader identity. Gasman et al. (2015) contended leadership
opportunities for minoritized populations, in general, are severely underrepresented in U.S. postsecondary education, prompting the need to be more purposeful in researching the experiences of
these groups. Focusing on such a topic specifically as it relates to Black women in higher
education is pertinent because these women have been offered increasing leadership
opportunities, yet they are still underrepresented among faculty and staff leadership (West,
2015). Davis and Maldonado (2015) argued “… the intersection of race and gender on leader
development has received little attention within the confines of traditional literature” (p. 53)
despite the increase of research on women’s leadership in general. Furthermore, “… there is a
marked absence of research on how African American women experience and develop as
leaders” (p. 49).
Cultivating competent leaders is an ongoing focus for all types of organizations; but the
systemic examination of leadership development is still in its early phases of research
(Hammond et al., 2017). Moorosi (2014) regarded leadership development as a social process
emphasizing the importance of social capital and initiated with an individual acquiring a leader
identity. The “… construction and internalization of a leader identity is central to the process of
becoming a leader” and is “… dynamic, relational, contextual, and changes over time” (Moorosi,
2014, p. 794). Thus, one’s experiences, both past and present, across varying contexts can affect
the development of a leader’s identity.
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Men and women have demonstrated different barriers to leader identity development
based on their experiences across multiple domains; and Black women have shown distinct
differences in how they develop a leader identity, depicting the influence of the intersections of
race, gender, and class (Moorosi, 2014). Thus, the need for an intersectional and critical
approach to exploring leader identity development is warranted, as “empirical research suggests
that focusing on one’s identity as a leader may enhance ongoing leadership development”
(Clapp-Smith et al., 2019, p. 10).
But, why is it important to purposely focus on Black women as leaders? Black women
have consistently been regarded as agents of social change (Bass, 2012; Collins, 2000; Cooper,
2017; Horsford, 2012; Martin, 2019). Cooper (1892) eloquently stated:
Only the BLACK WOMAN can say “when and where I enter in the quiet, undisputed
dignity of my womanhood, without violence and without suing or special patronage, then
and there [Black communities enter] with me.” (p. 31)
Since slavery, Black women have always served as bridge leaders for the Black race and for
feminists (Bass, 2012; Collins, 2000; Cooper, 2017; Horsford, 2012; Martin, 2019). Yet, their
experiences and ways of knowing have consistently been excluded “because elite White men
control Western structures of knowledge validation” (Collins, 2000, p. 251). Thus, distorted
conceptions of leadership have been formed that minimize what it means to be a Black woman
leader and diminish the contributions and value of Black women in leadership roles (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; Moorosi, 2014).
The progression of Black women in positions of power and the support necessary to
ensure they are effective leaders should be of vital concern to higher education institutions
looking to retain and recruit capable and effective Black women leaders (Davis & Maldonado,
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2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009). As such, it is important that colleges and universities first
understand how Black women develop a leader identity before they can truly focus their efforts
on supporting them in leadership development. This study used Hammond et al.’s (2017) multidomain approach to developing the whole leader in an effort to provide a platform for the
participants to conceptualize their leadership experiences.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological study was to explore and understand
the sensemaking process of how Black women administrators at PWIs make sense of their
intersectional leadership experiences to develop their leader identity. Black feminist thought
(BFT) and critical race feminism (CRF) were utilized as the theoretical frameworks serving as
the lens through which their lived experiences as leaders were examined and analyzed.
There has been little focus on how Black women develop as leaders, and traditional
leadership theory does not truly depict their experiences (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Further,
the voices of Black women are often put at the margins and overlooked or ignored (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991). While it is expected that Black women in
these roles may have common experiences as a result of their unique positionalities and
collective standpoint, it is important to be clear this project was conducted using an antiessentialist approach (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Wing, 2003). The study was used to situate
Black women in a place to tell their own truths, not to argue that there is one “Black woman
leadership experience.”
Existing literature has detailed the experiences of Black women faculty and students but has
failed to thoroughly examine those of Black women administrators in higher education (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). Further, little is known about how
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Black women develop a leader identity (Moorosi, 2014). The data gathered from this study were
utilized to contribute to existing but negligible literature on Black women’s journey to and
through higher education leadership and to provide PWIs with a basis to support their
development as effective leaders. However, this study was unique in that focus was placed not
only on illuminating their experiences but also on how they use these experiences to formulate a
leader identity.
Research Questions
The specific research questions that guided this project were:
1. In developing their leader identity, how do Black women administrators at PWIs
make sense of their leadership experiences?
a. What do Black women administrators notice about their leadership experiences
across contexts?
b. How do Black women administrators make sense of the consistencies and
inconsistencies across their leadership experiences?
c. How do Black women administrators articulate their personal leadership narrative
in light of their experiences?
d. How are Black women administrators motivated to enact their enhanced leader
identity after making sense of their experiences?
Definition of Constructs
In order to adequately address the issue at hand and to thoroughly answer the research
questions, it is imperative certain constructs be clearly defined.
•

Administrator: An African American/Black woman without an academic appointment
who is either previously or currently employed at a higher education institution.
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● African American/Black Women: “[W]omen who, by self-definition, view
themselves as being a woman of a minority racial group born in the US with traces of
direct lineage to African ancestry” (Byrd, 2009, p. 3); participants were able to selfidentify as African American or Black, as the terms are oftentimes used
synonymously and largely distinguished by a matter of personal preference within
African American/Black communities; for consistency purposes and because all
women of African ancestry were welcomed in this study, the participants are referred
to as Black women throughout this study.
● Classism: A system of oppression that designates differential value to individuals
according to their socio-economic status; class, in this context, will be understood as
one’s social position constructed by income, education, status, wealth, and power
(Adams, 2013).
● Leader: An individual without an academic appointment employed in a higher
education setting, such as a staff, executive leadership, support staff, or a student
affairs position, who has influence, not necessarily control, over other individuals;
can include positional leadership roles and informal leadership roles (Byrd, 2009;
Hammond et al., 2017; Marion & Gonzales, 2014).
● Leadership Experiences: Encompasses personal and social experiences (both positive
and negative), interactions, resources, and support, that influence how an individual
internalizes a leader identity and matures/progresses as a leader (Moorosi, 2014).
● Leader Identity: “[O]ne facet of an individual’s overall self-concept specific to
leadership” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 483; Clapp-Smith et al., 2019).
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● Multiple Contexts/Domains: The various settings in which Black women leaders use
their experiences to develop their leader identity to include: family, community, and
early background experiences, early educational and higher education experiences,
career and professional experiences, and transitional/growth experiences (Collins,
2000; Hinton, 2012).
● Oppression: “[A]n interlocking, multileveled system that consolidates social power
to the benefit of members of privileged groups and is maintained and operationalized
on three dimensions: (a) contextual (individual, institutional, social/cultural), (b)
conscious/unconscious (intentional, unintentional), and (c) applied (individualattitudes and behaviors, institutional policies, practices, and norms, societal/cultural
(values, beliefs, and customs)” (Adams et al., 2013, p. 27).
● Racism: A system of oppression that disadvantages individuals/groups who are not a
part of the dominant race, while advantaging those of the dominant racial group
(White = dominant); race, in this context, is understood as a social construction
crafted and maintained by societal, institutional, and individual practices, behaviors,
and attitudes (Adams et al., 2013; Castañeda & Zùñiga, 2013).
● Sexism: A system of oppression that privileges men, subordinates women,
disparages women-identified standards and practices, compels male dominance and
control, and maintains norms of masculinity demeaning to those who identify as
women (Hackman, 2013).
Delimitations
While defining the pertinent constructs is critical to thoroughly understanding what this
study entailed, what is equally important is being transparent about what this study was not

11
intended to address. Some would make the case that the experiences of all minoritized
populations are critical in dismantling oppressive systems (Adams, 2013; Delgado & Stefancic,
2012). Others would contend the experiences of all women of color should be acknowledged in
this process (Ortega-Liston & Soto, 2014). Although this study’s focus was on the experiences of
Black women specifically, the need to address the experiences and lack of opportunities for other
women of color in higher education leadership roles is undeniable, yet not within the scope of
this study. The intent of this project in no way served as a means to overlook or dismiss the
experiences of these women. The study, instead, serves as a conduit to demonstrate the need for
further research and praxis on behalf of all women of color.
Further, this project did not focus on Black women in faculty roles. Empirical research on
the career development of Black women faculty is sparse at best (Cobham & Patton, 2015;
Croom, 2017). Yet, there is less literature specifically on Black women administrators’
experiences at PWIs (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015).
Although uncovering the experiences of Black women faculty is equally important, this issue is
one that will need to be explored in future contexts. This study did not seek to add to that body of
literature.
The concentration of this project was specifically placed on one distinct group that has
consistently been oppressed—that of Black women—and how their hardships have affected their
development and opportunities as leaders in higher education (Collins, 2000; Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015). Focusing on this particular group was of primary concern
because of the tendency Black women have always had in serving as bridges through oppressive
times for other women and for their Black communities (Byrd, 2009; Collins, 2000; Dillard,
2016; Horsford, 2012). It is important to note that, as the researcher, I am not taking an
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essentialist standpoint and claiming there is one “Black woman experience,” nor was the
emphasis of the study on arguing for Black women to learn from their experiences and change
their own circumstances. Rather, this project was about uncovering and celebrating the unique
stories of each Black woman in the study and placing the onus on institutions to not only
acknowledge oppressive acts but to also put forth considerable effort to change.
Researcher’s Positionality
Patton (2002) declared researchers must be transparent about their personal viewpoints
and assumptions they may bring to the study. As such, my role as a member of the same
community for which I researched must be disclosed. During my time in higher education
institutions, I have personally experienced the microaggressions, discrimination, and prejudice
imposed on Black women students, faculty, and staff that have made it very difficult to want to
continue in a space that was honestly not built for people like me. Although I wanted to call it
quits on several occasions, my research has helped me see the role that I play is much greater
than me. All of my experiences, both positive and negative, across multiple contexts have shaped
not only how I see leadership but have also affected how I see myself as a leader. They have
influenced my leader identity. They have influenced how I see Black women leaders. They have
influenced my perceptions of how higher education perceives Black women administrators.
Thus, I realize I am no longer doing this work for me. I am instead doing it for all of the
Black women who wish someone would take the time to ask—truly ask and genuinely care—
about what has influenced them as leaders and what they may need to support their leadership
trajectory. We, as a society, need Black women in higher education leadership. We need their
experiences to contest our nation’s master narratives of what leadership should look like and to
render false White leadership narratives as the status quo (Byrd, 2012; Collins, 2000; Moorosi,
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2004). We need Black women leadership experiences to inform our research, our practice, and
our praxis in higher education, especially if institutions are increasingly recruiting them for
leadership roles (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Dillard, 2000; West, 2015). We need Black women
leadership experiences to combat false claims of incompetency, unprofessionalism, and
ineffectiveness (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015). We need Black women to support and
care for our faculty, staff, and students of color (Bass, 2012; Futrell et al., 2012; Horford, 2012).
Horsford (2012) declared “… examining the ways in which one’s racial and gendered
identities informs their purpose, motivation, and approach to leadership is certainly worth
investigation” (p. 13). So, as I sit and think about my role as researcher, not just in this work but
in general, I know my provocation comes from being a Black woman leader and knowing what it
is like to be misunderstood, misrepresented, and mistaken. I now understand the importance of
illuminating my own experiences and those of other Black women in painting a clear picture of
leadership and in demonstrating the importance of incorporating intersectional backgrounds in
leadership development (Byrd, 2009; Horsford, 2012). Our future in higher education depends
on it. While history has not been favorable to Black people or women in the US, and certainly
been no different in higher education, we can all work to change this narrative. We all have a
responsibility in this regard, and it ultimately starts with us (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).
Therefore, conducting this study was one of my personal commitments in doing so.
Ontological and Epistemological Frameworks
Philosophical underpinnings oftentimes remain backgrounded in empirical research
(Glesne, 2016; Patton, 2002). Yet, they must be clearly identified, as they are critical to selecting
a methodological approach that ultimately drives the research study. This project employed a
social constructionist ontology, whereby reality was created and interpreted collectively by Black

14
women (Collins, 2016; Glesne, 2016). Endarkened feminist epistemology (EFE) further
demonstrates “all research is social construction and a cultural endeavor” that should be
grounded in the philosophy of the oppressed (Dillard, 2010, p. 662). Thus, social constructionism
and endarkened feminist epistemology were used as the lens through which reality was
interpreted and knowledge production validated.
Social Constructionism
Social constructionist underpinnings were adopted in this study, supporting the
assumption that knowledge is developed collectively with other people instead of solely within
the individual (Glesne, 2016). The fundamental focal point of this hermeneutic phenomenology
was to conduct an in-depth analysis of the leader identity development and progression of Black
women administrators within the contexts of public, four-year PWIs across the US. There is little
research on how Black women develop as leaders and less literature on how they use their
experiences to form a leader identity (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Moorosi, 2014). Thus, the goal
of this project was to view leadership development from the individualistic and collective
perspectives of Black women leaders.
Endarkened Feminist Epistemology
Society and our social institutions have taught us the realities of elite, White men should
serve as truth and their knowledge should be validated as fact (Collins, 2000; Dillard, 2010). As
a result, the voices of marginalized populations, like Black women, have been overlooked and
silenced (Collins, 2000; Dillard, 2010). Dillard (2010) argued what is real and credible should be
determined by the experiences of the oppressed and championed for an alternative epistemology
of knowledge production and validation. As such, this study incorporated an endarkened feminist
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epistemology, rejecting traditionally accepted constructions of reality and situating them in the
personal and collective narratives of both the participants and the researcher.
Theoretical Frameworks
Theoretical frameworks in qualitative research designs are utilized to examine and
explain the experiences of the participants under study (Glesne, 2016; Patton, 2002).
Unfortunately, traditional leadership theory does not adequately illustrate how Black women
experience leadership (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Rossier-Mims, 2010; West, 2015). RosserMims (2010) reasoned:
With the help of Black feminist social science scholars, a growing body of literature
exists which de-centers traditional sexist and racist leadership literature and places at the
center of scholarly discourse Black women’s unique leadership experiences, especially
the complex process through which they and people of color, in general, come to
leadership. (p. 6).
Black feminist thought (BFT) and critical race feminism (CRF) have both been used as
appropriate foundations for explaining how Black women individually and collectively
experience leadership (Henry & Glenn, 2009; Rosser-Mims, 2010). Black feminist thought was
used in this study to demonstrate the importance of communal self-definitions of empowerment
and activism (Collins, 2000). Critical race feminisim was incorporated as a compliment to
illuminate the significance of individual Black women experiences around developing a leader
identity and to contest institutional practices that may be detrimental in this progression.
Black Feminist Thought
Black feminist thought was utilized as one of the lenses through which the lived
experiences of Black women leaders will be both explored and analyzed. “Black Feminist
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Thought is a theory that centralizes and validates the intersecting dimensions of race and gender
that are uniquely experienced in the lives of African American women” (Henry & Glenn, 2009,
p. 7). The theoretical framework is unique in that it puts Black women at the center of analyses,
allows them to tell their unwavering stories as they experience them, and acknowledges the need
for Black women to self-define as a means of empowerment and activism (Collins, 2000; Henry
& Glenn, 2009; Taylor, 1998).
Several core concepts of BFT were incorporated into this study. One such theme is that of
the negative and controlling images history has introduced and society has maintained of Black
women (Collins, 2000; Henry & Glenn, 2009; Taylor, 1998). Sadly, these harmful depictions
have carried over to the higher education sector, as our academic and social institutions have
often been criticized for reproducing these images. Many Black women, particularly those
working at PWIs, have disclosed instances of discrimination and stereotypes simply because of
their appearance and have been regarded as less effective leaders when compared to their White
and Black counterparts (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Rosette & Livingston, 2012; Sesko &
Biernat, 2010; West, 2015). My hypothesis was that society’s negative images of Black women
have influenced how they are perceived in higher education leadership, thus justifying the
undesirable treatment for which they are subjected. As such, I suspected the data collected in this
study would reveal the impact of negative images on how Black women administrators develop
their leader identity. Needless to say, my assumptions were correct – most of what the
participants learned about how to view and approach leadership were also shaped by their
perceptions of how others negatively perceived Black women.
Due to these negative perceptions, Black feminist theorists have argued African
American women should collectively engage in purposeful self-definition and self-valuation
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(Collins, 2000; Taylor, 1998). As they detailed their encounters in higher education leadership,
Black women have disclosed shared experiences of hostile work environments that inaccurately
depicted who they were as professionals causing them to go above and beyond in proving
themselves as effective leaders (Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Henry,
2010; West, 2015). Others have detailed feelings of being tolerated as leaders in certain spaces
but not truly being allowed to be a part of the institution’s culture or make impactful decisions
(Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Glover, 2012; Henry, 2010). Collins (2000) argued because of
Black women’s unique standpoint, it often causes them to be in this position of the outsiderwithin.
However, sharing and validating these common experiences with other Black women will
serve as a means of empowerment and activism (Collins, 2000). To this note, existing literature
has revealed the importance of strong support systems and mentorship relationships in helping
Black women fully develop as effective leaders in higher education environments (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; Henry, 2010; Hinton, 2012). Connecting with other Black women makes it
easier to overcome the obstacles they are likely to face and allows for them to form selfdefinitions of worth that contradict society’s negative and controlling images (Collins, 2000;
Henry & Glenn, 2009). Accordingly, I expected that the data in this study would expose the
importance of mentoring relationships in validating experiences throughout developing a leader
identity. Unsurprisingly, participants demonstrated that providing support to others through
these types of connections, as well as obtaining support from others was particularly influential
in their journeys.
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Critical Race Feminism
Critical race feminism (CRF) originated in the late 20th century from a need to contest the
narrow viewpoints debated by CLS, CRT, and feminist scholars and activists (Berry, 2010;
Crenshaw, 2003; Harris, 2003; Wing, 2003). Critical race theory was often criticized for
analyzing the systemic effects of race, racism, and power, while not adequately accounting for
other identities and systems of oppression. The feminist movement, on the other hand, utilized
political and social campaigns to advocate for women’s rights but was frequently criticized for
not truly addressing the issues faced by poor women of color. In describing why she advocated
for CRF, Berry (2010) noted, “it suits [her] sensibilities in that it acknowledges, addresses and
accepts [her] Black experiences as different from [her] brothers (critical race theory) and [her]
womanhood as different from those of [her] sisters (feminist theory)” (p. 23). Accordingly, CRF
was introduced as a multi-disciplinary means of highlighting the multi-dimensional experiences
of women affected by race, class, and gender issues and emphasizes the importance of putting
theory to practice in tackling these problems (Berry, 2010; Wing, 2003).
This study employed several tenets of CRF. The first, racism, sexism, and classism are
endemic, is the notion that social constructions of race and racism are ever-present characteristics
of this country, and they are built in the fabric and systems of American society (Delgado &
Stefanic, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Parker & Villapando, 2007). Black women in various
studies have reported instances of racism, sexism, and discrimination in post-secondary
institutions that have sadly become so normalized they have developed coping mechanisms to
deal with their experiences (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Marbley,
Burley, Bonner, & Ross, 2010).
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The need to challenge liberal ideologies is another CRF tenet incorporated in this study.
Critical race feminism theorists questioning this concept pinpoint flaws in the perceived
neutrality in US laws and argue its color-blind assumptions are not fair and do not promote
equality for all groups (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1998). This inequality can
be demonstrated by reviewing the leadership opportunities and experiences of Black women in
higher education. While Black women are being offered increasing leadership positions, they are
less likely to be offered these roles when compared to their Black and White colleagues and
represent the least percentage of leaders when compared to institutions’ overall population
(Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015). Further, institutional practices that are unfair and
inequitable for Black women leaders can easily be pinpointed. One such inequity can be
identified by exploring the dichotomous experience of being both Black and being a woman and
having obtained advanced degrees with extensive backgrounds both outweighed by
discriminatory hiring and promotion practices in higher education (Cook, 2014; Lloyd-Jones,
2009).
Valuing experiential knowledge and challenging ahistoricism through counterstorytelling was also used in this study. This is the argument that the narrative realities and
storytelling by minoritized populations are vital in providing a thorough analysis of how the
historical remnants of racism and other oppressions have intertwined in the lives of Black
women (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1998). Scholars like Davis and Maldonado
(2015) argued there is a need for more research on how Black women develop as leaders and
argued for the experiential knowledge of Black women in uncovering a deeper understanding of
the intersections of race and gender in higher education leadership.
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Lastly, the intersectionality and anti-essentialism concepts, as well as praxis, were also
incorporated. Not only did this research demonstrate Black women’s complex and collective
journey in developing a leader identity, but it also showed us no two Black women embark on
the exact same voyage. While numerous Black women in higher education leadership have
reported negative experiences, some have also shared positive implications (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015). By inviting the participants to share their unique stories, the
findings of the study prompt a need for praxis in PWIs that desire to learn more about their
experiences and foster an environment conducive to their leadership development.
Methodological Framework
Methodological frameworks demonstrate how research procedures should progress to
answer specific research inquiries (Glesne, 2016; Patton, 2002). Further, a study’s methods are
driven by the methodological framework and refer to the tools used for data collection. This
project used a hermeneutic phenomenological approach, whereby an unmasking of leadership
construction was attempted by examining the lived experiences of Black women in higher
education leadership. Participant journaling and individual interviews were used as data
collection techniques.
Hermeneutic Phenomenology
In order to capture the lived experiences of Black women as they relate to developing a
leader identity, this study employed a qualitative design, precisely using a hermeneutic
phenomenological methodology. A phenomenological research approach was most appropriate
for this study, as it allowed the thorough examination of participants’ lived experiences
(Sokolowski, 2000; Vagle, 2014). Specifically, a hermeneutic perspective was adopted, whereby
a “… fine dialectic of meaning, action, and experience [was] considered” (Roberge, 2011, p. 6)
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with the primary focus of capturing the perspective and contextual influences of the participants.
In this study, Black women were situated in a place they do not always have the opportunity—
they were positioned to provide more understanding around their lived leadership experiences
and how they use these encounters to develop a sense of leader identity.
Methods
Context of the Study
Glesne (2016) contended researchers must be intentional about where they choose to
conduct their research and must be able to provide a justifiable rational for choosing those
locations. History has demonstrated the pursuit of higher education has not always been our
nation’s priority for any group other than rich, White men (Anderson, 1988; Burrell, 2010;
Gasman & Hilton, 2012). So, higher education institutions, particularly PWIs in the US, have
both historically and presently served as oppressive structures. Research has further indicated
Black women in higher education leadership encounter negative experiences, where they feel
isolated and unwelcomed by the majority (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015). Yet, the
positive influence Black women leaders have on the persistence and well-being of students,
faculty, and staff of color at PWIs is undeniable (Bass, 2012; Futrell et al., 2012; Horsford,
2012). Therefore, participants were chosen from various four-year, public PWIs across the US to
share their leadership experiences.
Participant Selection
Eligible participants were full-time women administrators who self-identified as African
American or Black and currently hold or have held a leadership role at various four-year, public
PWIs across the US between the years of 2009 to 2021. Research has revealed African American
women decide to leave their roles at PWIs due to the negative treatment for which they were
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exposed (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; West, 2015). For this reason,
former staff and administrators were allowed to participate because of the knowledge they may
have been able to provide about past situations and unfair institutional policies and procedures.
Black women who may not possess a title that indicates a leadership position but who were or
are in a position to influence others were permitted to participate in the study. Research has
shown us Black women are doing the work; but despite that, they seldom get the necessary credit
or the formal opportunities that afford them positional authority (Byrd, 2009; Jean-Marie et al.,
2009; Marion & Gonzalez, 2014; Sesko & Biernat, 2010). Theoretical and purposive sampling
procedures were used to include volunteer and snowball techniques, which are all suitable
sampling strategies in qualitative research design (Glesne, 2016; Patton, 2002).
Data Collection Techniques
Various different data collection techniques were used in this project to ensure the
triangulation of data that ultimately makes phenomenological studies more reliable (Glesne,
2016; Patton, 2002; Vagle, 2014). Data were gathered using participant journaling and individual
interviews. In preparation of the individual interview, participants were asked to respond to an
informal but structured journal prompt using a rhetorical style of their choice. They were then
asked to complete a virtual one-hour semi-structured individual interview via Zoom to further
elaborate on their experiences. The interview sessions were conducted to gain a deeper
understanding of the participants’ focused life history, details of their experiences, and how they
have made meaning of those experiences, as recommended by Seidman (1991). The focused life
history session required participants to share how their early experiences may have contributed
to the development of their leader identity. The details of experience session permitted
participants to discuss how their present encounters have influenced their development. Finally,
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the reflection on the meaning session compelled them to make sense of how their past and
present situations have influenced current and future conceptions of leadership. I also kept a
reflexive journal to record thoughts, reactions, and questions prompted by interacting with the
participants and being engaged in the research process.
Data Analysis Techniques
Various data analysis techniques, such as deductive and whole-part-whole procedures,
were employed in this study. Both procedures are ones offered as appropriate tools for
phenomenological designs (Vagle, 2014). Data from the participant journal entries (if applicable)
and individual interview sessions were transcribed by Zoom and entered into computer-assisted
qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) called NVivo for further organization and analysis
using a deductive whole-part-whole approach. Initial codes were predetermined using the
theoretical and conceptual frameworks, list of research questions, and key problem areas, as
suggested by Miles et al. (2014). Additional codes were then developed as necessary. A
codebook was created using the established codes. The codes were thoroughly examined to
identify common themes or patterns across the data that provided greater detail on how Black
women administrators make sense of their intersectional leadership experiences to develop their
leader identity.
Significance of the Study
Understanding how Black women administrators make sense of their leader identity
development is worth exploring for several reasons. First, it is important that we understand why
Black women are needed in leadership roles. History shows us they have consistently served as
social change agents for Black people and women since slavery (Bass, 2012; Collins, 2000;
Cooper, 2017; Horsford, 2012; Martin, 2019). However, their experiences are largely ignored
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creating conceptions of leadership distorted by the interests and knowledge validation of elite
White men (Collins, 2000). “An identity-based [leadership] approach takes into account each
individual’s unique understandings and assumptions about leadership and their unique life
experiences to generate a distinct leadership development narrative” (Clapp-Smith et al., 2018, p.
11). In order to reframe leadership from the perspectives of those other than the majority, the
experiential knowledge and counter-stories of Black women leaders are needed. Understanding
how they use their experiences to develop a leader identity provides greater analysis of what it is
like to lead from the margins and affords institutions the appropriate tools in creating a more
inclusive environment around leadership.
Secondly, this work demonstrated the magnitude of focusing on developing Black
women as leaders specifically within the contexts of higher education. Not only have they been
regarded as social change agents on societal issues, but they have also served as vital figures in
higher educational spaces. “From the legacy of the first African American woman entering a
higher education institution to those thousands now participating in postsecondary education,
Black women have played a significant responsibility in creating and sustaining those
institutions” (Jones et al., 2012, p. i). Research has indicated Black women make up over half of
the total population of African Americans enrolled in US colleges and universities (Futrell et al.,
2012). Empirical data further demonstrated that Black women play an essential role in
developing students of color and serving as effective mentors for other Black women faculty and
staff (Bass, 2012; Futrell et al., 2012; Horsford, 2012).
Additionally, this study added to a scant body of literature. There is very little research on
how Black women develop as leaders in postsecondary environments, despite the increase in
studies on women leadership in general (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Research on the
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experiences of Black women faculty is sparse (Cobham & Patton, 2015; Croom, 2017).
However, inquires of their encounters as administrators in higher education are investigated far
less (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015).
The findings of this study are particularly useful to institutions of higher education.
Sadly, colleges and universities mirror the oppressiveness demonstrated by the larger society and
are apathetic to the racist, sexist, and classist practices many of them have adopted (Aguirre &
Martinez, 2006; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). African Americans have long struggled for equitable
access and participation in an education system that has consistently been used as a means to
oppress and exert power (Dillard, 2000; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). To this note, countless
institutions are publicizing their commitments to diversity and inclusiveness on campuses
(Aguirre & Martinez, 2006; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). Many have gone as far as to hire more
people of color to demonstrate their dedication. Despite these public gestures of equitable
practices, Black women still report more negative experiences in higher education leadership
than their Black and White counterparts (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009;
West, 2015). This study illuminated these experiences and can offer colleges and universities
some insight on what Black women need to progress as effective leaders. With this awareness,
institutions and their administrators will be able to make the connection between identity,
systemic privilege and oppression, and leader identity development.
Lastly, this study is significant to society at-large. Dismantling oppressive structures and
working towards obtaining equal opportunity for minoritized populations should be a moral
obligation for all (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Collectively, we should all be engaged simply
because it’s the right thing to do. On the other hand, we know things are not that effortless. We
all have to make a commitment for change and be willing to act upon that commitment. My duty
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and hope as a researcher was to be able to use the data gathered from this study to shed light on
the voices and reality of a population that has been both silenced and overlooked (Collins, 2000;
Dillard, 2010). We must understand hearing the voices from the margins helps us identify how to
combat and overcome systemic oppression (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; Grillo, 1995). Black
women have longed served as bridges to and through oppression for other groups (Collins, 2000;
Curtis, 2017; Horsford, 2012). Consequently, uncovering their experiences with this project can
serve as a source of strength and empowerment for other Black women, women of color leaders,
and students of color as they make sense of their own higher education experiences.
Limitations
As illustrated, this study will do many things for the research community, for colleges
and universities, and for our society writ large. However, there was one primary limitation worth
mentioning. First, the current realities of COVID-19 may have made it difficult for eligible Black
women to participate in the study. While necessary precautions were adopted to ensure the safety
and convenience of both the participants and the researcher, the truth is that many Black women
may not have the time to commit to such work during this time. Many institutions are facing
hiring freezes, mandatory furloughs, and layoffs due to the decrease in student enrollment and
revenue COVID-19 has caused. So, the workload for faculty and staff may increase, while less
people may be employed or able to perform their normal job duties. Research has shown Black
women frequently take on additional work to make sure institutions are smoothly operating. As a
result, it was expected this current context is no different, and they may not have the time to
participate in this study.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
The overall purpose of Chapter Two is to detail the existing literature relevant to Black
women leadership and education, to discuss frameworks that accurately depict their experiences,
and to make the case as to why this topic is necessary in the critical discourse around leadership
development. Consequently, this chapter is organized into three sub-sections. The literature
review examines traditional leadership theory, calls for an intersectional approach to leadership,
and makes the case for a more complex understanding of leader identity development specific to
Black women. This section further considers how education in the US has shaped and supported
the need for Black women to join and remain in the ranks of leadership and serve as bridge
leaders for social change. The Theoretical Frameworks segment assesses Black feminist thought
and critical race feminism as appropriate foundations for understanding the complex system of
experiences Black women administrators in higher education leadership encounter. To conclude,
the final portion synthesizes the literature on Black women in higher education leadership and
provides a conceptual framework to make the case as to why this specific study is necessary.
Leadership
Before engaging in a discussion about leadership, one must first consider how leadership
is defined and how an effective leader is characterized. These questions are often ones pondered
when discussing leadership theory. Some sources define a leader as a person in charge or in
control (Marion & Gonzales, 2014). Many of us would argue being placed in a leadership role or
given the power to be in control does not make one an effective leader. We all have probably had
a manager or supervisor who did just that—managed or supervised—but did not have the ability
to truly lead others.
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Modern leadership research rejects the idea of defining leadership as controlling people
by utilizing a position of authority and instead characterizes true leaders as individuals who have
the ability to influence others (Byrd, 2009; Horsford, 2012; Marion & Gonzales, 2014; Martin,
2019). Marion and Gonzales (2014) cleverly contended:
Positional roles are only one platform from which leadership can/may be expressed;
research has demonstrated, for example, the power of informal leaders, who are often
situated in subcultures within organizations. Just having the positional role doesn’t make
someone a leader any more than a guitar makes someone a guitarist. (p. xv).
Thus, a more complex understanding of leadership is warranted.
Literature has revealed utilizing narrow terms to define leadership further disadvantages
minoritized populations. As previously noted, society’s foundational ideas of who is an effective
leader innately dismissed women, people of color, and women of color (Byrd, 2009; Horsford,
2012). These same people are ones who are less likely to be granted leadership roles and
respected as legitimate leaders in present contexts (Byrd, 2009; Horsford, 2012; Jean-Marie et
al., 2009; Rosette & Livingston, 2012). If positional authority defines for us who leaders are,
how are minoritized populations afforded the opportunity to be regarded as leaders if they are not
granted leadership roles to do so? To address issues such as these, scholars like Horsford (2012)
debated the need for a more intricate study of leadership for diversity, equity, and social justice.
Traditional Leadership Theory
Traditional leadership theories were developed to characterize effective leadership. The
conversation began with great-man and trait theories, later transitioned to focusing on situational
characteristics, and then were revised to bring more attention to the leader-follower dynamic
(Armstrong, 2012; Horsford, 2012). These leadership models were later dismissed because of
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their vagueness, inconsistencies, and narrow views of leadership (Armstrong, 2012; Horsford,
2012). “Interestingly, such theories have not similarly explored the natural, inborn, or divine
gifts and traits associated with ‘great women’ and certainly not women of disadvantage and
color” (Horford, 2012, p. 13), which has maintained our distorted perceptions of leadership as
gendered, racist, and classist. Literature fails to adequately address whether race, gender, and
other identities influence perceptions of leader effectiveness and leader experiences (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015). “But examining the ways in which one’s racial or gendered identities informs
their purpose, motivation, and approach to leadership is certainly worthy of investigation”
(Horsford, 2012, p. 13).
A Multi-Faceted Understanding of Leadership Development
“Developing competent leaders is a notable concern for all types of organizations;
however, the systemic investigation of leader development is in a relatively nascent stage”
(Hammond et al., 2017, p. 481). Research has exemplified how early life experiences influence
how leaders develop, as well as the importance of possessing certain skills (Clapp-Smith et al.,
2019; Hammond et al., 2017). Yet, taking a whole-person and an interactionist approach in
understanding how people cultivate their leader identity amongst various social exchanges and
contexts represents a more accurate representation (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; DuRue et al., 2009;
Hammond et al., 2017). We understand one’s early, present, and later experiences may influence
how they approach leadership; nevertheless, in conjunction, relationships with others along the
way also play a vital role (DeRue et al., 2009; Hogg, 2001; Moorosi, 2014). Prior literature has
focused on the skill development aspect of leader progression (Hammond et al., 2017; Moorosi,
2014; Zheng & Muir, 2013). However, “future studies need to bring light to the implicit
understanding of leadership in participants and in their environment to account for forces that
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play an invisible but powerful role in leadership development” (Zheng & Muir, 2014, p. 646).
While understanding the effects of one’s environment is critically important, Moorosi (2014)
further argued for an intersectional approach to leadership in these contexts, whereby examining
the social inequities that arise due to the intertwinements of race, gender, and class are
significant in exploring leadership development. Allowing Black women to tell us how their
unique identities and experiences influence how they make sense of their leader identity provides
us with the necessary intersectional framework.
Self-Concept, Identity, and Leader Identity
Identity and self-concept have been regarded as critical components of leadership
effectiveness and progression (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al., 2017). Although the
terms are often used interchangeably, they have different connotations. One’s self concept “…
refer[s] to an individual’s self-definition based on a relatively stable set of meanings, which are
primarily constructed through interaction” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 483). While one’s identity
“… is dynamic, continually developing throughout the life span and composed of an
amalgamation of sub-identities “(Hammond et al., 2017, p. 483). People possess sub-identities
for differing roles and formulate personalities based on future possible or ideal selves that change
across context and time (DeRue et al., 2009; Hammond et al., 2017). Further, “… Leader
identity, which represents one facet of an individual’s overall self-concept specific to
leadership…is relevant across multiple domains because the identity ‘leader’ is ambiguous and
may be independent of formal roles and domains” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 483).
Applying these notions to a real-world scenario may make the distinction between these
similar concepts clearer. My personal self-concept may be that I am intelligent, hardworking, and
independent. These conceptualizations of how I view myself may be ones instilled in me as a
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young child by my parents. This is the image I have of myself that likely will remain rather
constant. In addition to my self-concept, my identity as a Black woman will continue to develop
and change throughout my life, depending on my experiences. Although the identity in and of
itself may not change, how I make sense of my experiences and navigate being a Black woman
may change depending on the context and interactions with others. Our identities contain subidentities that we continuously adapt to fit specific situations (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; DuRue et
al., 2009; Hammond et al., 2017; Moorosi, 2014). Thus, my leader identity may be a subset of
my overall identity as a Black woman that forces me to ask questions, such as “what does
effective leadership look like for me as a Black woman leader at X University?” Knowing the
answer to these types of questions is particularly important to organizations looking to develop a
diverse population of leaders (Moorosi, 2014).
Components of Developing a Leader Identity
One’s leader identity develops across four dimensions: strength, integration, level, and
meaning. Strength refers to the likelihood that a person identifies as a leader ranging from low to
high strength levels (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al., 2017). Individuals who very
much see themselves as leaders possess a high leader strength level, while others who may not
directly regard themselves as leaders tend to have a low level of strength. Integration signifies
the extent to which a person’s leader identity is cohesive with their global self-concept ranging
from fully integrated to splintered (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al., 2017). People who
see themselves as a leader across multiple domains tend to have a leader identity that is fully
integrated. Individuals who conceptualize themselves as a leader only within specific domains
have not completely integrated leadership within their overall self-concept (Clapp-Smith et al.,
2019; Hammond et al., 2017).
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The level of leader identity spans from collective to individual and expresses why a
person believes they are a leader. People who see themselves as leaders for the good of a group
have a collective level (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al., 2017; Moorosi, 2014). On the
other hand, people who believe they are leaders because of personal skills or talents have an
individual level of inclusiveness. Lastly, the meaning dimension of leader identity development
represents a person’s understanding of leadership extending from shared to dominant (ClappSmith et al., 2019; Hammond et al., 2017). One who has adopted a shared leadership view
believes leadership is based on collaborating with the team; while a dominant perspective
implies leadership is about taking control.
Engaging in Identity Work
Throughout the leader identity development process, people engage in identity work.
Clapp-Smith et al. (2019) argued “… effective leadership development is rooted in identity
work…involving connecting the individual to context, relationships, culture, meanings of
leadership, and an understanding of one’s leader identity” (p. 11). One’s leader identity
transforms and progresses over time using various techniques in reaction to a trigger event or
experience (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al., 2017; Moorosi, 2014). “Identity work
represents the cognitive, affective, and/or behavioral tactics undertaken by an individual to
create, present, and sustain personal identities that are congruent with and supportive of the selfconcept” (Snow & Anderson, 1987, p. 1348). In other words, one’s leader identity is transformed
as they react to different situations and interactions across multiple domains. Based on the
experience or event, a person could use several tactics to adapt their leader identity along various
levels of the leader identity development spectrum.
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To illustrate how one might engage in identity work, consider the following scenario.
Nicole, an African American woman, has just accepted an executive leadership role at a large
PWI. Nicole views herself as intelligent, professional, and hardworking, as reinforced by her
parents since her childhood. She has always been taught to value and celebrate her identity as a
Black woman but has also been warned to be cautious of the challenges that may arise in certain
spaces due to this unique positionality. Her self-concept and identity have both shaped her leader
identity, in that she is confident in her own abilities but also knows the way she approaches
leadership must be unique as a Black woman.
Nicole’s first few weeks at the University are fairly positive. However, as time
progresses, she notices other members of the executive leadership team, consisting of White men
and women, have begun to frequently utter microaggressions, overlook or dismiss her ideas in
meetings, and implement policy changes that further disadvantage minoritized student
populations. She has expressed her concerns using several different avenues but to no avail.
Based on her experiences in this environment, Nicole will adopt several tactics as she progresses
through the leader identity development continuum. Her leader identity may be strengthened or
weakened. It may become splintered or further integrated within her global self-concept. There
may be a growth or decline in whether she views her leadership role as collectively significant
for the greater good of a group or being individually meaningful. Lastly, her understanding of
leadership may be shared or directive. Nicole’s leader identity will ultimately be affected by her
experiences at this university. Thus, reinforcing the notion that “identity work is active and
reactive and draws on understandings of a leader identity in the past, current, and future”
(Hammond et al., 2017, p. 484).
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The Sensemaking Process
Hammond et al.’s (2017) “… model explicates the process of leader development across
multiple domains as a specific type of identity work that takes place through a process of sensemaking” (p. 484). Their model is shown in Figure 1 and provides a visually simplified
illustration of the phases of the sensemaking process in leader development across multiple
domains.
Figure 1
Phases of Sensemaking in Leader Development Across Multiple Domains

Note. Retrieved from Figure 1 - “Beyond (Just) the Workplace: A Theory of Leader Development Across Multiple
Domains, by Michelle Hammond, Rachel Clapp-Smith, & Michael Palanski, 2017,
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2014.0431

As one engages in identity work, they are engrossed in a sense-making process that
functions as the organizing structure for comprehending the process of leader identity
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development across various contexts (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al., 2017).
Considering the previous example, as Nicole progresses through the development process, her
leader identity will change based on her encounters. As these adjustments take place, Nicole will
steadily analyze her experiences to make sense of her leader identity.
Noticing
The sense-making process is composed of several different parts, the first of which is the
noticing phase. Noticing takes place as “triggers prompt the leader to notice and bracket
information from a situation and to make initial sense of the cues so that interpretation may
begin” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 485). This interpretation takes place as the leader tries to make
sense of connections and disconnections across different contexts. “Specifically, connections and
disconnections represent perceptions of similarity or dissimilarity across domains with respect to
the purpose of leading, the general culture, [and] the leader’s feelings …” (Hammond et al.,
2017, p. 485).
Connections exemplify situations that are similar across various domains. Connections
can be triggered by planned, minor, or appreciative events, whereby the leader is expecting the
outcome of the situation, the result has a minor effect, or the leader feels the situation
compliments and confirms their strengths and contributions (Hammond et al., 2017; Sandberg &
Tsoukas, 2015). Disconnections, on the other hand, typically occur when individuals notice
differences from one environment to the next, which are prompted by unplanned, major, or
challenging events (Hammond et al., 2017; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). Collectively, these
“triggers prompt the leader to notice and bracket information from a situation and to make initial
sense of the cues so that interpretation may begin” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 485).
Interpreting
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Interpreting, the second phase of the sense-making process, “… describes
the cognitive processing that attaches meaning to noticed connections and disconnections”
(Hammond et al., 2017, p. 487). During this stage, events or situations that are merely noticed
are transformed and the individual begins to make meaning of them (Hammond et al., 2017;
Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2014). Interpretation can be processed along three different spectrums:
automatic, dichotomous, and dialectical. “Automatic processing has been described as a ‘habit of
mind’ in which individuals process routine and ‘business as usual’ tasks by relying on schema or
categories developed through frequent use or consistent experience” (Hammond et al., 2017, p.
487). Cross-domain connections typically undergo automatic processing, as experiences that are
consistent across several contexts are easier to understand. Conversely, disconnections involve
“… conscious processing [that] captures active and mindful cognitive activity characterized by
awareness of context, awareness of content of information, and active reflection” (Hammond et.
al., 2017, p. 487). Conscious processing is needed when situations are viewed as unfamiliar or
contrary compared to other contexts (Hammond et al., 2017; Langer, 1992).
Leaders use two types of strategies as they undergo cognitive processing. The first is
dichotomous thinking, which is an all-or-nothing type of approach whereby individuals make
sense of events by lumping them into two absolute, non-overlapping categories (Collinson, 2014;
Hammond et al., 2017). So, a leader using dichotomous thinking to consciously process a
disconnection of experiences across multiple institutions may do so by thinking “this situation
occurred because of this or that” with no alternative. This type of sense-making is dangerous and
unhealthy for leaders because it forces them to oversimplify situations and constrains their ability
to do thorough analyses (Collinson, 2014; Hammond et al., 2017). Dialectical thinking, on the
other hand, “… involves an acceptance of contradictions and an exploration of dynamic tensions
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and interplays beyond apparent oppositional binaries” (Hammond et al., 2017). Instead, leaders
can view situations across contexts and make meaning more dynamically.
Hammond et al. (2017) recommended using several techniques to predict whether leaders
would engage in dichotomous or dialectical thinking. Goal orientation theory, oftentimes used to
elucidate adaptive and maladaptive patterns of behavior, “… describes a cognitive framework for
responding to achievement situations and for influencing performance using self-regulation
techniques” (p. 488). Learning goal orientation, one facet of the theory, describes leaders who
possess “… a focus on developing competence by acquiring new skills, mastering new
situations, and learning from experience” (VandeWalle et al., 2001, p. 630). Individuals with
greater learning goal orientations are more likely to use dialectical thinking than dichotomous
thinking, as they are more probable to persist in challenging situations and possess a longing to
challenge and engage in deep processing (Hammond et al., 2017; VandeWalle et al., 2001).
Secondly, “… high quality relationships within domains and opportunities leaders have
for open and honest dialogue” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 489) help promote dialectical thinking.
As sense-making is fundamentally a social process, leaders are likely to consult others as they try
to understand cross-domain experiences (Hammond et al., 2017; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015).
“… Support from someone who possesses a more complex meaning of leadership is a crucial
source of support for an individual using dialectical thinking” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 489).
As such, it is imperative that organizations create an environment fostering active thinking by its
members to develop effective and open-minded leaders.
Authoring
Authoring is the third component of the sense-making process. This phase represents
when a leader makes meaning of the various connections and disconnections across multiple
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domains to articulate a personal leader narrative (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al.,
2017). Hammond et al. (2017) posited “authoring refers to creation, articulation, and narration of
stories that depict the situations and self in relation to individuals’ understandings” (p. 489).
Simply put, the individual begins to construct a story of their leader identity as they have
operated in all contexts. This narrative typically consists of deliberating on early and childhood
experiences through current career encounters and details how those experiences have
collectively worked together to formulate how they view leadership. A coherent leadership
narrative is “one critical aspect of the sense-making process [and is] … a task that benefits from
requiring participants to think beyond their current context to identify any experiences that could
relate back to shaping the leader identity” (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019, p. 13). Composing a
complete narrative has been regarded as a significant element of both leadership development
and identity development (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al., 2017).
Grounded in authoring a leader identity narrative is the need for the individual to engage
in identity work (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al., 2017). “Identity work is a narrativerelevant process, and changes to one’s self-narrative are illustrative of identity change”
(Hammond et al., 2017, p. 490). Both minor and major alterations to one’s leader identity are
detailed in the authoring phase of the sense-making process. Minor changes due to similarities in
experiences across multiple environments are typically processed automatically and tend to
strengthen a person’s positive self-image as a leader and are easier to integrate with other
identities (Hammond et al., 2017). These small alterations are important but are simpler to
process because revising the core content of the leader’s identity is not required. “Alternatively,
when disconnections are processed dichotomously, they will weaken and splinter one’s leader
identity” (Clapp-Smith et al., 2017).
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For instance, if a leader learns that a democratic leadership style has worked successfully
in one context but is ineffective in another, using dichotomous thinking, they might feel good
leadership either incorporates democratic tactics or it does not. Coming to this conclusion may
force them to formulate negative perceptions of themselves, particularly while leading in certain
contexts. On the other hand, “as leaders utilize dialectical thinking when reflecting on perceived
disconnections across domains, they come to realize that being a leader involves integrating
seeming paradoxes” (Clapp-Smith et al., 2017, p. 491). Research has indicated as individuals
progress through their leadership journey, they acquire a more multi-faceted understanding of
themselves and develop individual, relational, and collective identities that allow them to thrive
in various contexts (Day & Harrison, 2007). Leaders who have adopted a dialectical way of
thinking tend to use disconnections in experiences across multiple domains to change how they
conceive leadership and adapt their styles as necessary from one context to the next.
Enacting
Enacting is the final phase of the sense-making process. “As individuals revise or rewrite
their narratives, making changes to aspects of their leader identity, they are motivated to enact
the newly authored identity” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 491). Enacting comprises putting action
to the authored leader identity and producing leader competence. The development of leader
competence takes place within two dimensions: depth and breadth (Hammond et al., 2017). As a
leader’s identity is strengthened and incorporated within their global self-concept, they will seek
more opportunities to engage in leadership. Competence depth represents the leader’s tendency
to develop the knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) consistent with their leader identity, which
will assist them in being effective leaders (Hammond et al., 2017). Leaders practicing
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competence depth may seek professional development opportunities that will help them improve
their leadership capabilities.
On the other hand, “as changes to the content (i.e., level and meaning) of their leader
identity increase, leaders are able to employ a broader range of KSAs and thus, increase breadth
of competence” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 492). How one views leadership dictates the qualities
and skills they deem important to be an effective leader and how these particular qualities are
performed. As a leader’s identity continues to progress through the development process, they
begin to behave in a way consistent with how they view leadership (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019;
Hammond et al. 2017). Thus, the sensemaking process of leader identity development is an
interweaving process of all four components—noticing, interpreting, authoring, and enacting
(Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al., 2017). However, what is not explained in this
framework is how leaders from multiple subordinated populations, like Black women
administrators, are forced to use their intersectional experiences throughout this progression as
they combat the structural inequities that are prevalent in higher education. As a result, an
intersectional approach to leadership development is warranted, which is a unique aspect that this
study will add to existing literature (Moorosi, 2014).
Towards an Intersectional Approach to Developing a Leader Identity
Leadership is as much about influencing people as it is about being influenced by the
power dynamics society has reinforced and maintained. In fact, Hogg (2001) contended
“leadership is about how some individuals or cliques have disproportionate power and influence
to set agenda, define identity, and mobilize people to achieve collective goals” (p. 188). We
know minoritized populations are less likely to be put in positions of power and are often forced
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to adapt or conceal their identities to survive the daily operations of organizations for which they
may be leading (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Hogg, 2001; Nicholson & Carroll, 2013).
But leadership is not just about power. It is a social process heavily affected by the
environment and one’s social interaction with others (DeRue et al., 2009; Hammond et al., 2017;
Hogg, 2001; Moorosi, 2014). So, what happens when you have a leader who is a part of one or
multiple minoritized groups; and their experiences with others in the environment are largely
negative, discriminatory, and disheartening? How do these encounters affect one’s leader
identity?
To begin to dissect such an inquiry, one must first consider intersectionality theory and
the notion that people possess multiple layered identities that develop through social interactions,
history, and the operation of structured power (Crenshaw, 1991; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012;
Moorosi, 2014).
Intersectionality pays attention to the interplay of macro societal structural inequality and
the interacting daily social practices that perpetrate inequality. The simultaneous and
interactive relationship of these ‘various systems of social identity and social location’
provides a more accurate picture of inequality in school leadership than focusing on a
single dimension of difference. (Moorosi, 2014, p. 796).
Thus, the power some of us are able to exert has largely been influenced by society and who
society has taught us to believe we are. Because the idea of leadership has often been defined as
masculine, competitive, and assertive, women and Black women, in particular, are not readily
identified as leaders, less likely to be afforded positions of leadership, and less likely to have
organizations explore their leadership development, notably in educational contexts (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Rosette & Livingston, 2012; Zheng & Muir, 2015).
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“Critical researchers [have] argued that this common image of leadership is exclusionary and
privileged, homogenous, and superhuman” (Zheng & Muir, 2015, p. 633) and have reasoned
single identity leadership development methodologies are not useful. Consequently, an
intersectional approach to leadership development is needed to provide a better analysis around
the structural effects of leadership opportunities, recognition, and development (Moorosi, 2014;
Zheng & Muir, 2015).
Societal practices have also taught us whose experiences are valuable and whose stories
are noteworthy. The narratives of minoritized communities and the value their experiences
introduce are often rejected and silenced (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Yosso, 2005). Davis and
Maldonado (2015) have demonstrated the complexities of the experiences of Black women and
argued little is known about how they develop as leaders. Although society has provided
negative perceptions of Black women, it is important that we allow Black women to self-define
and self-validate from their own perspectives (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991). “Who we think
we are determines what we do and how we do it” (Zheng & Muir, 2013, p. 630). So, not
providing Black women the opportunity to enlighten us on who they are as leaders, is at the least
a missed opportunity for higher education institutions aiming to support the development of
these leaders.
Organizations are increasingly beginning to focus on identity as a primary function of
leader development efforts (Nicholson & Carroll, 2013). Therefore, not only is an intersectional
approach to leadership development a necessity, but also focusing specifically on how Black
women make sense of their leader identity is equally important. Hammond et al.’s (2017) sensemaking model of leader identity development across multiple domains provides us with an initial
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framework. However, more research should be conducted to formulate a sense-making process
for Black women leaders specifically due to their unique positionality.
Black Women in Leadership
Race, gender, and class may impede African American women from the process of
leading (Byrd, 2009; Parker & ogilvie, 1996). “Rather than being mechanisms of leadership,
power and influence may be a means of restricting [their] leadership authority over others”
(Byrd, 2009, p. 1). Although an increasing number of Black women have been able to assume
leadership roles, particularly in higher education, they are less likely to be placed in a position of
leadership than their White and Black counterparts and more likely to experience racism and
sexism in the workplace (Davis & Maldonado 2015; Parker & ogilvie, 1996). These unique
encounters create a complex set of experiences and calls for a more unique understanding of
leadership.
Various leadership models have been offered as effective theories for leaders in dominant
culture organizations. Yet, few of them provide accurate explanations or appropriate frameworks
for how Black women experience leadership (Byrd, 2009; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Horsford,
2012; Parker & ogilvie, 1996). Traditional leadership theory was conceptualized according to the
study of White men (Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007; Horsford, 2012; Parker & ogilvie, 1996). As
such, those experiences of women and people of color who are leaders were not readily
represented creating faulty concepts of leadership.
Gender and leadership approach are frequently used to predict a leader’s decision-making
orientation and the communication tactics used to influence others (McClinton & Dawkins,
2012; Parker & ogilvie, 1996). “Yet, there are differences in the cultural traditions in which
specific groups are socialized that arguably can produce some differences in leadership” (Parker
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& ogilvie, 1996, p. 193). Gender role theories have revealed White girls are socialized to be
dependent and nurturing, while Anglo-American boys are taught to be independent and
aggressive (Parker & ogilvie, 1996). These early teachings have been known to influence how
one leads, whereby White women tend to use weak-influence, altruism-based, and
transformational tactics (Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Parker & Ogilvie, 1996), while White men tend
to employ strong-influence, punishment-based, and transactional techniques.
Research on Black families, on the other hand, divulged that both sexes are socialized to
be self-sufficient and nurturing and have flexible gender roles (Parker & ogilvie, 1996).
However, Black women, tend to be self-confident, communicate directly, and demonstrate more
androgynous leadership traits, which influence their democratic, strong-influence, and
transformational leadership styles (McClinton & Dawkins, 2012; Parker & ogilvie, 1996). Black
women do incorporate leadership techniques that have shown to be effective by both men and
women. However, their identities and unique standpoint create a distinct set of experiences that
influence instances of racism and sexism not encountered by any other group (Crenshaw, 1991;
Collins, 2000; Curtis, 2017; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Parker & ogilvie, 1996). Thus, “the
study of leadership for equity, diversity, and social justice has become an increasingly significant
area of interest …” (Horsford, 2012, p. 11) calling for a more culturally relevant theory of
leadership.
The NOBLE Model
There are various studies that highlight the characteristics Black women should possess
as effective leaders. Yet, leadership theories developed specifically for this unique population are
rare (Horsford, 2012). Foundational theories, such as transformational leadership and
participative leadership theory, have both been mentioned as suitable theories for Black women
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leaders (McClinton, 2012). Nevertheless, other research has implied these paradigms do not truly
reflect the experiences of Black women in leadership roles (Davis & Maldonado, 2015;
Horsford, 2012). Although research on constructing leadership models exclusively for Black
women are scant at best, existing literature revealed that a few notable ones are present.
One such theory that has been applied to describe the leadership progression of Black
women in higher education is The nexus of Black leadership efficacy (NOBLE) model. This
model has been used to detail how the life-long experiences of Black women in higher education
can contribute to their professional and leadership development. The NOBLE model, first
constructed by Dr. Kandace Hinton (2012) while doing a qualitative study about the experiences
of Black women administrators at PWIs, was designed after the work of Jeanne Noble, a pioneer
in higher education on the experiences of Black women in the academy. In her study, Dr. Hinton
found race and gender discrimination still play a prominent role in higher education settings, so
much that these aspects continue to marginalize Black women in their career roles and in their
personal lives. The NOBLE Model is particularly unique in that Dr. Hinton (2012) posited
identity development, mentoring, and leadership development are all critical components in the
advancement of Black women in higher education. Further, the grooming of a leader is a process
that starts well before Black women obtain their first roles in higher education leadership
(Hinton, 2012). Thus, becoming a great leader for Black women does not begin when we make
up our minds that we want to lead. It instead starts at home as we develop and as our families
make up our minds for us.
With these assertions, Dr. Hinton (2012) argued there are four connections to the
professional and leadership development of Black women in higher education: Connection 1,
family background and early education; Connection 2, higher educational experiences;
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Connection 3, career experiences; and Connection 4, transitional and growth experiences. “These
connections represent the nexus that link the developmental process from early childhood
experiences through career opportunities” (Hinton, 2012, p. 71). Connection 1, family
background and early education, reflects the notion that the earliest constructions of Black
women professional and leadership development originate at home and in the communities
where they reside (Hinton, 2012). I am certain many of us can recall being in leadership roles in
our churches, schools, or youth groups or witnessing our mothers or other Black women role
models taking on leadership responsibilities. Some of us may have blatantly been taught the
characteristics of being a good leader, while others were shown through subtle acts of
demonstrations in our home environments.
In their works, Collins (2000) and Bower and Wolverton (2009) all pinpointed the
importance of having strong and influential mother-figures to teach Black women both who they
are and, equally significant, who they are not as they navigate the complexities of spaces not
always so welcoming or understanding, particularly, in this case, higher education settings. Many
Black women in these leadership roles have reported being taught a “you must be twice as good,
but, yes, you can do it” (Bower & Wolverton, 2009, p. 5) mindset as they were younger, which
helped shape their leader aspirations as adults. Essentially, what we learn at home, helps us selfdefine ourselves as Black women and as Black women in leadership.
Connection 2, higher education experiences, focuses on the leadership and professional
experiences influenced by our time in undergraduate and graduate school (Hinton, 2012). Much
of what we learn about ourselves as leaders are taught to us as we progress through higher
education settings. Ideally, we would hope these are spaces our children can learn more about
themselves and what it takes to be an effective leader. However, realistically, we know from past
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and present what certain groups are conditioned to believe about themselves and their
capabilities in these institutions are not always as pure as we would like. Educational practices
and pedagogy that celebrate whiteness as the norm teaches Black children Whiteness is good and
Blackness equals inferiority (Burrell, 2010). This instruction has an unfortunate effect, whereby
Black students start questioning their abilities from a young age.
It is imperative we remember colleges and universities are themselves institutions of our
larger society that have long been used to disadvantage and marginalize subordinated groups.
Aguirre and Martinez (2006) contended since diversity and race relations have an ever-present
hold on America, our higher education institutions mimic the practices of larger society and have
not been very responsive to diverse groups. So, as our student populations are continuing to
diversify, African American students, for instance, do not necessarily share the positive campus
experiences as their White counterparts. These students have frequently reported instances of
racism, discrimination, and lack of support from faculty and staff, which ultimately affected their
decision to persist (Ancis et al., 2000). Thus, some of us must be careful about what we take
from these institutions and how we allow them to shape who we are and what we want to
become. Remember, higher education settings are just institutions within a larger institution that
have conditioned us to believe certain things about particular groups (Aguirre & Martinez,
2006). For Black women in these settings and at-large, if we are learning we are incapable and
less fit to be successful leaders, learning from our higher education settings may take an
unintended effect, in that we instead learn what we are capable of overcoming and independently
reject false notions of who we have been proclaimed to be.
Connection 3, career experiences, situates African American women’s work life as a
catalyst for their professional and leadership growth because of their encounters with racism and
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discrimination (Hinton, 2012). Dr. Hinton (2012) maintained much of what Black women learn
about effective leadership is influenced by their work environment. For instance, some Black
women have reported not being knowledgeable of available resources as a barrier to their success
(Hinton, 2012). Many have learned from this setback and later independently sought out mentors
who could direct them towards where to find support.
In the context of examining their experience as leaders in higher education, we again
have to consider higher education as an institution of larger society. What society has said to us
about Black women will ultimately be what is portrayed in the workplace. Various studies have
revealed the leadership experiences of Black women at colleges and universities who have
reported instances of racism, sexism, being treated differently than their peers, less pay and
occupational segregation, negative perceptions of leader effectiveness, and hostile work
environments (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Gardner et al., 2014; Rosette & Livingston, 2012;
West, 2015). Collins (2000), among others, would argue these negative experiences are all a
result of the unique positionality Black women hold in our society—of being a part of at least
two subordinated groups. While it is apparent that the encounters of Black women in higher
education may not always be positive, it is important to understand how these career experiences
can influence their overall growth and development as leaders.
Lastly, Connection 4 ties transitional and growth experiences to the professional and
leadership progression of Black women in higher education (Hinton, 2012). Collins (2000)
asserted two themes link the experiences of African American women: “consciousness and the
struggle for a self-defined standpoint” (p. 25) and “the interdependence of thought and action”
(p. 28). As Black women, we must always be aware of our unique sociopolitical positions.
Although this situation may cause trials and tribulations, we must not let it define who we are as
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leaders. We are obligated, instead, to learn from our experiences, grow from them, and help other
Black women in their journeys. When Black women were asked the question “in spite of the
struggles throughout your career in higher education, why do you persist in jobs where you are
marginalized and isolated and in an environment that produced continual struggle to perform
your job” (Hinton, 2012, p. 81), all of the women responded they relied on various support from
their family and mentors and they used those experiences to formulate battle-fighting strategies
to progress in their careers.
In trying to better understand how Black women make sense of their leader identity,
Hammond et al. (2017) provides a generic framework on how leader identity development is
conceptualized across multiple domains. Yet, this basis is insufficient in detailing the leadership
progression and sense-making process for Black women. Hinton’s (2012) NOBLE Model
provides the basis for which Black women’s leadership development can be accurately detailed
and further helps us comprehend the specific contexts in which this progression transpires.
Bridge Leadership Theory
Another popular model often referenced to detail what leadership looks like for Black
women is bridge or culturally relevant leadership theory. Even before the abolishment of slavery
in the mid-1800s, Black women have been regarded as leaders of equality and social justice
aiming to uplift their race and advance women’s rights (Collins, 2000; Curtis, 2017; Horsford,
2012). This notion, as well as their unique standpoint in society, make them the perfect bridge
“… serving as a bridge for others, to others, and between others in oppressive and discriminatory
contexts over time” (Horsford, 2012, p. 17). Horsford (2012) argued:
The accomplishments of Black women bridge leaders, however, in advancing social
justice through anti-lynching campaigns (Ida B. Wells), women’s suffrage efforts, the
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dismantling of Jim Crow segregation (Rosa Park, Coretta Scott King, Daisy Bates),
political activism (Ella Baker, Fannie Lou Hamer), freedom rides (Diane Nash),
citizenship schools (Septima Clark) and throughout all aspects of American life are
concrete, well-purposed, and meaningful beyond measure. (p. 18).
Thus, the legacy of Black women leadership lends support to the experiences of those dealing
with daily oppression by developing their strengths to overcome oppressive systems with
resilience (Collins, 2000; Horsford, 2012). The outsider-within status of Black women—not
fitting neatly within the confinements of feminist thought nor Black social thought—has forced
them into a unique place (Collins, 2000). It has allowed them to pay close attention to consistent
patterns of behavior and language used by dominant groups, learn from these experiences, and
gain more knowledge to help uplift the Black community and the population of Black women.
Although the contributions of Black women have oftentimes been overlooked, their
historical presence and influence in making strides for both women and the Black race are
undeniable. In discussing Black women’s historical activism, Collins (2000) conceptualized that
whether Black women organized individually or collectively, their efforts occurred in two
primary and interdependent dimensions. “The first, struggles for group survival, consists of
actions taken to create Black female spheres of influence within existing social structures”
(Collins, 2000, p. 204). While this facet may not have directly confronted oppressive systems,
they constructed Black women spheres of influence to undermine these systems. The intent was
to demonstrate individual and collective liberation started with having a free mind and being able
to develop independent and oppositional identities of the Black race and African American
women (Collins, 2000; Cooper, 2017; White, 1999).
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The external restrictions that racism, sexism, and poverty maintained regularly made it
difficult for Black women to partake in organized political activities. Therefore, some formed
more creative strategies of everyday resistance for group survival through building independent
spheres of influence. Among the most effective were the strides Black women made in their
homes, communities, and churches through education (Collins, 2000; Cooper, 2017; Martin,
2019; White, 1999). Since the slave era, Black women have been known to use their influence as
cultural workers to “… foster a definition of education as a cornerstone of Black community
development” (Collins, 2000, p. 210). Thus, the importance of self, change, and empowerment
were messages African American women portrayed as educators in combatting the “…
ignorance [that] doomed Black people to powerlessness” (Collins, 2000, p. 210).
“The second dimension of Black women’s activism consists of struggles for institutional
transformation —namely, those efforts to change discriminatory policies and procedures of
government schools, the workplace, the media, stores, and other social institutions (Collins,
2000, p. 204). This second component was a more direct form of resistance and typically took on
the form of Black women independently forming unique campaigns or working as center-women
for Black organizations. “Actions taken to eliminate discrimination in housing, employment,
education, public accommodations, and political representation represent activism aimed at
changing rules that circumscribe African American women’s lives” (Collins, 2000, p. 216).
Although Black women have throughout history been noted to join the fight in contesting these
struggles, as well as for abolitionism, women’s suffrage, and civil rights, they were rarely able to
work in organizations exclusively on the behalf of Black women (Collins, 2000; Cooper, 2017;
White, 1999).
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While Black women tirelessly fought for social change in movements championing
Blacks and women as collective groups, they also faced their own struggles within the
confinements of Black-led associations (Collins, 2000; Cooper, 2017; White, 1999). Black
women have been able to serve as spokespeople and leaders in more recent civil rights groups,
but this has not always been the reality. In fact, organizations like the Nation of Islam, the Black
Panther Party, and various groups active during the Civil Rights Movement, consisted of
influential Black women working in communities and churches, though Black men served as
public leaders. Collins (2000) posited:
Within Black organizations espousing Black nationalist ideologies, women are often
associated with the private sphere of family and community conceptualized as a Black
nation within a nation—with men expected to defend the Black community within public
sphere of US social institutions. (p. 208)
Thus, Black men were the front-facing delegates of the movement in most cases. Whereas, Black
women served significant roles behind the scenes, frequently causing their efforts to go largely
unnoticed.
Collins (2000) further argued the opportunities of Black women being able to engage in
“mother work” was advantageous to the organizations of the time, as they were able to mobilize
and fight for the cause in both Black and White contexts. However, Black women quickly
understood the need for them to independently assemble as a radical form of race uplift. The
creation of Black women club organizations, like the National Association of Colored Women
(NACW), were inevitable in the fight for both Blacks and Black women (Collins, 2000; Cooper,
2017; Martin, 2019; White, 1999). Although these organizations were instrumental for several
reasons, they are often criticized for working on the behalf of poor and working-class Black
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women but not necessarily allowing these women to participate in organized activism (Collins,
2000; Copper, 2017). Yet, it is still clear that:
Despite calls for Black women to pledge their allegiance to White women, or to Black
men, or to any other group that feels they have the right to tell Black women how, when,
and against what to resist, Black women have led fights against oppression fighting on
multiple fronts. (Martin, 2019, p. 19)
Bridge Leadership as Educational Activism. For reasons such as these, the call for
bridge or culturally relevant leadership has frequently been used in the context of the P-12 school
system, whereby there is a significant divide between the learning experiences, lifetime
opportunities, and educational achievements of poor Black and Brown students and their White
counterparts (Horsford, 2012). Horsford (2012) has argued much can be taken and applied from
the leadership habits of women with intersectional identities, as their unique set of values,
viewpoints, lived experiences, and traits prepare them for the challenge of championing for
social justice within White institutions. Yosso (2005) stressed the importance of understanding
the cultural wealth of communities of color and defined the concept as “… the sense of group
consciousness and collective identity that serves as a resource aimed at the advancement of an
entire group” (p. 81). Often, the cultural wealth of communities of color are devalued when
compared to White, middle-class culture, which frequently leads to a devaluing of knowledge
generated from these groups (Yosso, 2005). Yosso (2005) further noted the ability of cultural
capital in connecting the community to the academy and in empowering “… people of color to
utilize assets already abundant in their communities” (p. 82). Black women are unique in their
prospects as bridge leaders because of the cultural capital they possess that explain the processes
of resistance and resilience and allow them to develop a collective identity with other minoritized
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groups (Curtis, 2017). Particularly, in assisting students of color, this resiliency can lead to
caring leadership practices that provide encouragement for students to perform at their highest
levels (Bass, 2012).
Although the focus of bridge leadership has been discussed relative to the public-school
system, one could easily argue its aspects can be applied directly to higher education. Research
has indicated Black students, in particular, have significantly more negative experiences on the
campuses of PWIs when compared to those of White students and these encounters have led to
decreased persistence rates and degree completion (Ancis et al., 2000). On the other hand,
existing literature has revealed the positive effects African American faculty, staff, and
administrators have on their retention and overall success (Ancis et al., 2000; Bass, 2012).
“Students who know they are genuinely cared for by the adults in their schools have added
incentive to perform at their highest potential” (Bass, 2012, p. 73).
Historically, Black women have been instrumental in providing the love and support
students need throughout their educational tenure serving as Black mothers to many through
educational support and political advocacy as reflected through their choices as leaders (Bass,
2012; Collins, 2000; Horsford, 2012). Despite the positive implications the presence of Black
women at PWIs have on the retention of Black students, they have also reported negative
experiences that have made it difficult for them to remain at these institutions. Yet, many of them
remain to do the mothering work for students who feel isolated and unwelcome (Ancis et al.,
2000; Bass, 2012).
Dillard (2016) reasoned the overwhelming love and support Black women are able to
share, despite their own hardships as disregarded subjects in society, is a unique characteristic
Black women leaders possess making it easier to provide the support that Black women are
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critical in developing and sustaining institutions of higher education. Although Black women are
still underrepresented in higher education leadership, they are increasingly being offered
leadership roles within these institutions. Critical race theorists would challenge colleges and
universities to seek the experiential knowledge of African American women and acknowledge
the significance of incorporating their cultural wealth as legitimate and as a valuable asset not
only in retaining them but also in recruiting and serving as mentors to other minoritized women
and students on campus (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Yosso, 2005). While Hinton’s (2012)
NOBLE Model provides pertinent information about how the lifelong experiences of Black
women across multiple contexts serve to inform their professional and leadership development,
this model does not provide a sound argument about the influences of social relationships and
self-consciousness in their progression as leaders. Works by other scholars have detailed how
lifelong experiences influence the development of most leaders (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; DeRue
et al., 2009; Hammond et al., 2017).
Bridge leadership, on the other hand, displays for us that Black women are unique in their
presence alone and have historically served as metaphorical conduits in progressing women and
Black people through oppression (Collins, 2000; Dillard, 2016; Horsford, 2012). “Their
oppressed status [has increased] their sensitivity to the oppression of others, stirring within them
a desire to rescue oppressed and disadvantaged people” (Bass, 2012, p. 74). This viewpoint is not
meant to suggest that Black women should be regarded as saviors in higher education leadership
nor that their sole purpose should be diminished to elevating others without being provided the
necessary support to be uplifted themselves. Rather, the argument is instead that culturally
relevant leadership in higher education best serves the interest of progressing both Black women
leaders and Black students, which ultimately lends itself to the notion of race uplift for which
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Black women are so distinctly known. Horsford’s (2012) depiction of Black women as bridge
leaders helps to demonstrate how Black women use their own experiences to overcome barriers
and provides a more in-depth analysis of the influences of social relationships and self-awareness
in making sense of their leader identity.
Black Women, Education, and the Path to Higher Education Leadership
Thomas Jefferson once commented that “if a nation expected to be ignorant and free, it
expected the impossible …” (Anderson, 1988, p. 1). While the US education system has
generally been used as an oppressive structure, some groups have instead viewed obtaining an
education as a pathway to leadership and a conduit to social change. Black people and women
have not always been afforded the same educational opportunities as White men (Anderson,
1988; Bohan & Null, 2007; Madigan, 2009). However, the pursuit of education by these same
groups throughout US history have long been regarded as a symbol of freedom and
independence from their oppressive realities (Anderson, 1988; Watkins et al., 2001).
This realization has historically been recognized by both US society and ambitious
pioneers for education reform, such as Susan B. Anthony and Anna Julia Cooper. Yet, the
struggle to be granted the same rights and opportunities as other populations has, and still
remains, a challenge for minoritized groups. While some argue legislation like Plessy v.
Ferguson (1896), Brown v. Board of Education (1954), and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 worked
to grant equal access to education, others contend these pieces of legislation have failed to
adequately do the justice they may have been intended to deliver (Anderson, 1988; Burrell,
2010).
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Interest Convergence and Black Women in Higher Education Leadership
If one carefully examines the experiences of Black women administrators, the legitimacy
of higher education statutes, policies, and procedures, whether they truly support the progression
of Black women leadership in higher education should be contested. Interest convergence, for
instance, is a construct, or concept, influenced by CRT’s tenets to offer a more in-depth analysis
of racial problems in society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). The term is commonly used in CRT
to describe the systemic racism and discrimination communities of color experience on an
ongoing basis.
First coined by Derrick Bell, interest convergence “… stresses that social change
benefiting traditionally marginalized populations occurs only when it also serves the best
interests of the dominant population” (Baber, 2015, p. 253). So, rights granted to marginalized
groups by privileged or dominant groups paint the illusion that progression is granted simply
because it is the right thing to do. Critical race theorists use interest convergence to contest this
notion and argue only when the interests of communities of color coincide with the dictates of
White self-interests are they permitted privileges and treatment that may seem more equitable
and less discriminatory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).
The phenomenon of interest convergence can easily be applied to Black women in higher
education leadership. Given the negative implications of Black women in such positions, from
the personal experiences of these women to the negative perceptions and treatment of them by
universities and colleges, why are they continuously persuaded and recruited to fill leadership
roles in these settings? Critical race theorists would utilize interest convergence as an answer to
this occurrence.
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Many colleges and universities today claim to have made a commitment to implementing
diversity initiatives that target the most marginalized groups in hopes of fostering an
environment of inclusiveness (Aguirre & Martinez, 2006). These initiatives have been, in some
cases, “… broadened to include the highest-ranking position of the university—the presidency”
and have extended this prestigious position to African American women (Jean-Marie et al., 2009,
p. 565). Many question, however, the true intentions of universities that have adopted such
initiatives. West (2015) revealed though Black women in higher education have been offered
increasing leadership opportunities, they are still underrepresented among faculty and staff
leadership. More resources seem to be focused on recruiting these women, yet little is done to
retain them. When asked about why they left their leadership roles in higher education, many
Black women reported instances of gendered racism, as a result of being a Black woman, and
feelings of isolation and mistreatment in the workplace (Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Claims such as
these have frequently been used to contest the underlying motives of universities and colleges
that assert they are committed to promoting diversity on their campuses and have instead been
utilized to attribute these initiatives to a need for the institution to attract attention from the
public, generate revenue, and remain competitive in the field (Jean-Marie et al., 2009).
Adding to conversations about the interest convergence exemplified by colleges and
universities, CR theorists would identify the presence of differential racialization when probing
the recruitment of Black women in leadership roles. Delgado and Stefancic (2012) defined
differential racialization as “… the ways the dominant society racializes different minority
groups at different times, in response to shifting needs such as the labor market” (p. 9). Simply
put, society changes the perception and stereotypes of minoritized groups over time to fit its
needs.
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Black women have historically been regarded as less effective leaders even compared to
African American men; yet, today, they continue to be offered more leadership roles in higher
education (West, 2015). Some argue colleges and universities place Black women in leadership
roles because of society’s attempt to disguise the racism and prejudices still embedded in our
educational systems, its need to portray higher education as a field committed to diversity, and to
generate revenue for popular fields, like STEM, that lack the presence of people of color (Baber,
2015; Gasman et al., 2015). The tokenization experienced by Black women is one specific
example of how interest convergence is exemplified in higher education (Cobham & Patton,
2015). Many institutions “… incorporate demographic diversity in their existing normative
structure of authority as a means of showing that the organization embodies diversity as a core
value” (Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015, p. 667). Others have been noted “… to [have] intentionally
misrepresent[ed] themselves through the use of brochures, data manipulation (e.g., defining
racial categories), websites, magazine ads, and other materials in an attempt to portray
themselves as those that embrace diversity …” (Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015, p. 683).
It is easy for institutions to present themselves as a diverse and inclusive campus
environment by quoting how many Black women they have strategically placed in leadership
roles and distributing attractive media pieces vibrant with Black and Brown faces. Yet, when
Black women are actually asked how they are treated and viewed as leaders in these institutions,
their realities are a lot less pretty than the statistics and acts of publicity displayed by their
institutions. Thus, the question remains if Black women are truly wanted in these leadership roles
or if recruiting them is just a way to meet the self-interests of colleges and universities.
The reality is that many feel isolated, ignored, devalued, and powerless (Cobham &
Patton, 2015; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Parker & ogilvie, 1996). Yes, they have seemingly
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been given the opportunity to lead—but at what cost? They are frequently mistreated and
disregarded in these roles; often not being able to make critical decisions that are important to the
campus community of color or being accepted as effective contributors to campus leadership,
thus demonstrating they are regarded as leaders strictly by title alone (Clayborne & Hamrick,
2007; Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Black women have noted they experience “… drawbacks to
their continued leadership development when they are isolated from politics, policy-making, and
contact with senior-level administrators” (Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007, p. 133). Therefore,
institutions interested in making it clear they are truly committed to fostering an environment of
diversity and inclusivity should allocate significant effort in not only offering Black women
leadership roles but adopting measures to ensure they have the opportunity to be influential in
leadership practices.
Effective Leadership Tactics for Black Women
Because of the complex experiences Black women encounter in higher education
leadership, traditional leadership theory cannot be used to accurately conceptualize what is
necessary for them to be effective leaders (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Horsford, 2012;
McClinton & Dawkins, 2012). Instead, several characteristics have been categorized as effective
leadership practices for Black women on college campuses. Existing research has noted the skills
needed at the beginning of a Black woman’s career may not be the same as those recognized in
later phases (McClinton & Dawkins, 2012). Yet, some properties remain fundamental. Among
those qualities, credibility, leading by example, and effective communication are the most vital
(McClinton & Dawkins, 2012).
Various studies have shown Black women are the most likely to have their credibility and
authority questioned when in leadership roles and most likely to have their statements
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misinterpreted (Byrd, 2009; Henry, 2010; Sesko & Biernat, 2010). Therefore, being trustworthy
and able to clearly communicate one’s goals are essential. Another effective leadership practice
for Black women in higher education is to seek diversity of ideas but to also surround oneself
with people whose background and struggles are like theirs (Austin, 2009). While diversity of
thought is important in capturing the perspectives of various populations that may result in
effective decision-making, it is also important to learn from individuals who have had to
overcome some of the same barriers one might face.
Collins (2000) discussed the significance of Black women engaging in dialogues with
other Black women to validate and learn their adversities, to create safe spaces for shared
experiences, and to empower them towards activism. Research has further shown the positive
impact of African American women having Black women mentors to help them develop as
leaders (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Henry, 2010; Henry & Glenn, 2009; Hinton, 2012). This
connection ultimately paves the way for aspiring African American women wanting to advance
to senior leadership roles in institutions. Further, these relationships, along with networking with
other dominant groups, often assist them with “learning how to play the game,” which was
another effective leadership tactic for Black women in higher education (Davis & Maldonado,
2015). Davis and Maldonado (2015) contended:
[Although] African American women face exclusion from informal social networks and
[may not] have card carrying membership to the “good ole boys” club … by learning
how to play the game skillfully, these women learn how to become politically savvy and
navigate around potential organizational landmines. (p. 59)
Since Black women leaders are more likely to be blamed during instances of organizational
failure rather than success, learning the culture of the institution and how to maneuver in
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organizational structures often not kind nor welcoming is key to their development as successful
leaders (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Rosette & Livingston, 2012).
Black Women Experiences in Higher Education Leadership
Although a few of these theories have been regarded as effective leadership styles in
higher education, they are frequently criticized for not truly depicting the experiences and
development of diverse leaders across campuses. Davis and Maldonado (2015) argued current
literature fails to adequately address whether the combination of race and gender influence
leadership experiences and growth, precisely for Black women. The concept of intersectionality
is commonly used to showcase how intersecting identities can coincide to create a unique set of
experiences. Adding to the discussion, standpoint theory is incorporated to show these
encounters are largely shared across the experiences of Black women collectively and arise due
to their distinctive sociopolitical locations in society (Collins, 2000; Davis & Maldonado, 2015).
Despite the increase in diverse populations present on campuses today, Black women are
the least likely to be placed in leadership roles (Jean-Marie et al., 2009; West, 2015). West
(2015) proclaimed Black women differ in their backgrounds, experiences, and appearances and
these same distinctions link them as they struggle to be accepted and regarded as respected
members of society. These women tend to experience social isolation, marginalization, and
unwelcoming campus communities, which have ultimately hindered leadership for them in
higher education settings (West, 2015).
“In American higher education, race and racism are embedded in the structures,
discourses, and policies that guide the daily practices of universities” (Parker & Villapando,
2007, p. 520). Thus, the negative experiences of Black people and the revolving door of
oppression ultimately supported by policies, procedures, and practices in the university become
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business as usual in the workplace. Davis and Maldonado (2015) noted racism and sexism
embedded in university practices limit career advancement for Black women and maintain
cultural differences that make it hard for them to exist comfortably within institutional culture.
Whereas, Henry and Glenn (2009) revealed the recruitment initiatives of some institutions
disadvantage Black women referencing de facto segregation, whereby “… many hiring decisions
favor and reflect the race of the dominant group on campus …” (p. 4). Studies on the recruitment
and retention practices of colleges have uncovered Black women consistently receive lower
starting salaries than members of the dominant culture and lower average salaries than both
White and Black men (Henry & Glenn, 2009). Thus, “Black women’s membership in both a
minority race and minority gender continue to place them in double-jeopardy within the context
of administrative and faculty salary negotiations” (p. 4).
Furthermore, research has indicated men who occupy leadership roles are typically
viewed more positively and seen as more effective than women leaders; and White leaders are
often seen as more effective than Black leaders (Rosette & Livingston, 2012). So, where does
that leave Black women on the leadership rating scale? Rosette and Livingston (2012) also
highlighted notions of leader typicality in the workplace uncovering people’s tendency to
mentally create a list of the most typical leader traits based on those possessed by most leaders
and comparing the success of other leaders using those prototypes. Could these distinctions be a
result of the leader’s racial and gender differences? Research has indicated this is true for Black
women, as they encounter differences in leadership experiences and workplace stereotypes
compared to White women, White men, and Black men due to not possessing the prototypical
characteristics of a leader (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009). This reality
leaves them unnoticed and unheard causing them to be seen in a negative light (Davis &
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Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Collins (2000) would argue this undesirable view of
Black women is largely a result of slavery-based controlling images portraying them as unfit and
unworthy. Sadly, society has continued to maintain this image, which has made it harder for
Black women to obtain leadership roles and be viewed as effective leaders (Rosette &
Livingston, 2012).
Theoretical Frameworks
Understanding how societal definitions of leadership influence external and internal
perceptions of who are effective leaders and their experiences in various contexts is worth further
investigation. Black women are least likely to be viewed as leaders, least likely to be placed in
leadership roles, and more likely to have negative experiences while leading (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Rosette & Livingston, 2012). Yet, very little research
has been conducted on how they develop as leaders to help resolve this dilemma (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015). Scholars, like Davis and Maldonado (2015), have declared few of the
theories used to describe the leadership adversities faced by other dominant groups and some
minority groups fail to adequately explain the complex experiences of Black women due to their
unique positionality in society. Thus, “… African American women’s unique cultural
experiences should inform theoretical explanations of their leadership approach” (Parker &
ogilvie, 1996, p. 190).
To this point, extant literature has offered Black feminist thought (BFT) and critical race
feminism (CRF) as suitable analytical structures. However, depending on the nature of a study’s
purpose and research questions, each of these theories have either been used independently or a
combination of each theory’s constructs have been adopted to shed more light around the
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experiences of Black women. This section summarizes each of the relevant theories and concepts
and analyzes how the frameworks apply to Black women leadership in higher education.
It is important to note BFT and CRF may not be theories readily presented or taught
when assessing the experiences of minoritized populations, especially within the contexts of
higher education institutions. Despite entering my doctoral program and submitting numerous
papers on Black women and leadership, I would not have formally been introduced to CRF
without meeting my doctoral advisor towards the end of the program. My advisor is a Black
woman whose research is grounded in these theories. I stumbled upon BFT by happenstance as I
was preparing for my comprehensive exam and uncovered works from various proclaimed
scholars on Black women experiences. At present, I now question whether our institutions of
higher education, with foundations rooted in oppressiveness and inequality, can adequately
prepare our future leaders to question mainstream experiences not congruent with othered
populations. I argue BFT and CRF allow us to do just that. Curtis (2017) would concur:
[These] particular lenses [have] a significant part to play not only in making sense of
Black women leaders’ experiences but also in highlighting how their individual and
collective struggles have disrupted dominant discourse of White leadership alongside
issues of race. (p. 95)
Structural Analysis of Higher Education Institutions
Before we can truly move towards discussing appropriate lenses to examine the
experiences of Black women in higher education leadership, one must first structurally examine
our institutions and how they have historically been used to reinforce and maintain the
oppression experienced by certain groups. Oppression, in its foundational usage, focused on the
application of tyranny by a reigning group (Adams, 2013). However, current understandings of
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oppression demonstrate the disadvantages some populations experience as a result of everyday
societal practices rather than by a tyrannical power. Adams (2013) argued,
… Oppression in this sense is structural, rather than the result of a few people’s choices
or policies. Its causes are embedded in unquestioned norms, habits, and symbols, in the
assumptions underlying institutional rules and the collective consequences of following
those rules. (p. 36)
Thus, oppression takes on the form of immense and unfathomable injustices minoritized groups
experience, as a result of the frequent unconscious and conscious assumptions and behaviors of
people, policy, and institutional processes in our everyday lives.
Firstly, history has shown the US education system was never structured to benefit those
of the minority. Colleges and universities, for example, were not created with the intentions of
providing educational opportunities for women or Black people, and certainly not Black women
(Anderson, 1988; Burrell, 2010; Bohan & Null, 2007; Madigan, 2009). So, stand-alone
institutions, like women’s colleges and HBCUs, were instead formulated to educate groups
overlooked by society. While some regarded this as a step in the right direction, others
understood the mere need to create such institutions was a way to consistently oppress these
minoritized populations, maintain society’s negative perceptions of these groups, and further
reinforce the narrative that dominant White men deserve greater educational prospects than other
subordinated groups (Anderson, 1988; Burrell, 2010; Bohan & Null, 2007; Madigan, 2007). On
one hand, yes, we want it to be perceived that they deserve equal educational rights, just not in
the context of our mainstream colleges and universities.
Secondly, we have to remember “… colleges and universities are distinctive types of
American organizations that appear to mirror the racial [and gendered] antipathy of the larger
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society (Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015, p. 670). Racism and sexism have historically been ingrained in
the foundations of US institutions from politics, to healthcare, to socioeconomic status—and
education is no different. We know oppression is systemic, consciously and unconsciously
operates along multiple dimensions, and is maintained by the individual, institutional, and
societal/cultural levels of our daily practices (Adams, 2013). What we are taught in our daily
interactions influences our individual beliefs, which trickles down to how we operate our
institutions.
So, what does structural oppression look like for Black women in higher education
leadership? We must first examine individual and societal/cultural beliefs about Black women
and perceptions of who they are as leaders. Collins (2000) helped us understand the historical
and negative images of Black women worked to create and maintain how they are perceived by
society. These cultural/societal beliefs have, in turn, influenced individual and institutional
perspectives of Black women and their capability as effective leaders. Research has indicated
“… few have reached the highest level positions in the administration of colleges and
universities in predominantly White institutions” (Davis & Maldonado, 2015, p. 52). Further,
Black women are more likely to be viewed as less effective leaders, more likely to have their
credibility and authority questioned, and less likely to be offered leadership opportunities
compared to their Black and White counterparts (Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Therefore, their
underrepresentation in higher education leadership is due, in large part, to the significant
obstacles they experience while seeking high-level administrative positions.
In addition to being faced with racism, Davis and Maldonado (2015) posited,
… Because of gender and strongly patriarchal institutions, African American women
have been treated differently, have labored within unsupportive systems, and have
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perhaps been required to perform at a higher level than their male counterparts in order to
achieve success. (p. 52)
Thus, reshaping leadership development for these women should not be approached using a
deficit-model that implies there is a problem with Black women. Rather, we must understand
addressing the problem should start with contesting societal representations of who Black
women are and how they are perceived and treated in higher education institutions.
Black feminist thought and CRF will help us start this analysis. Black feminist thought is
appropriate in this inquiry, as it will help us understand Black women’s standpoint in leadership
through the examination of negative and controlling images, shared experience as empowerment,
and the outsider within status (Collins, 2000). Critical race feminism, on the other hand, is also
fitting in the analysis as it not only centers the perspectives of Black women in leadership, but it
also provides the framework to contest oppressive institutional practices and makes a valid
argument for change (Wing, 2003). To this note, the following CRF tenets will also be
incorporated into this study: racism, sexism, and classism are endemic; anti-essentialism and
intersectionality; experiential knowledge, challenging liberal ideologies, and praxis.
Black Feminist Thought
Maria W. Stewart, an early US Black woman intellectual, once posed an interesting yet
critical question: “… how long shall the fair daughters of Africa be compelled to bury their
minds and talents beneath a load of iron pots and kettles” (Collins, 2000, p. 1). For some, this
question may be one taken for granted. For others, this enquiry is one that has been asked by
numerous Black women throughout history, albeit in different forms, and serves as a metaphor
for the struggles Black women have faced and continue to face daily. Laying the foundation for
her Black feminist successors, Stewart analyzed her own experiences as a Black woman in the
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public and political arena and contemplated those of other Black women highlighting the
oppression Black women have been subjected to due to race, gender, and class (Collins, 2000).
Stewart argued these causes of oppression were the fundamental cause of Black women’s
poverty in that they have simultaneously shaped the negative perceptions society has always had
of Black women. For this reason, Stewart championed the need for Black women to form their
own self-definitions and independence, as this is ultimately how they would contest master
narratives society has created and maintained (Collins, 2000).
Modern Black feminist thought has largely been shaped by the principles of Stewart.
Born out of a need to challenge the generalization of the experiences of White, middle-class
women early feminist scholarship modeled, BFT is typically used to show these experiences
were not representative of all women (Collins, 2000). Consequently, BFT emerged from the
struggles distinguished by women of color. Black feminist scholars, like Collins (2000), have
argued the intertwining of race, gender, and class, particularly as they relate to Black women, are
all forces that have worked to historically and presently disadvantage them. Davis and
Maldonado (2015) further proclaimed “… one cannot look at these social statutes alone, nor can
one be added to another, but the synergy between them constructs a social location” (p. 54). This
is the concept of intersectionality often used to demonstrate how multiple identities create unique
experiences. “Thus, the social location of men and women differ,” (Davis & Maldonado, 2015,
p. 54), as do that of White and Black people.
According to Collins (2000), Black women are in an unusual sociopolitical situation
when juxtaposed to other minoritized populations. Their distinctive positions are a result of three
dimensions traditionally worked to keep them oppressed: the exploitation of Black women’s
labor and reproductive capacity that have been critical to US capitalism, the denial of political
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rights and privileges that have been extended to White men citizens, and manipulative images of
Black women that originated during the slave era (Collins, 2000). Collins (2000) used the notion
of standpoint to argue “group location in hierarchical power relations produces common
challenges for individuals in those groups … [whereby] … shared experiences can foster similar
angles of vision leading to group knowledge or standpoint deemed essential for informed
political action” (p. 300). Put more simply, Black women share common perspectives and
challenges that are a result of the oppressions society has historically presented.
These unique experiences provide a platform for Black women to construct their own
realities and a channel through which they can authenticate their lived experiences and validate
those of others (Collins, 2000; Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Collins (2000) offered “… the
overarching purpose of US Black Feminist Thought is to resist oppression, both its practices and
the ideas that justify it” (p. 22). Hence, through Black women’s self-defined group
consciousness, they are able to engage in a sense of empowerment and activism. Through this
connection, they can change the manner in which society’s power relations shape who is
believed and why and also create safe spaces for others to value Black womanhood (Collins,
2000).
Negative and Controlling Images
Collins (2000) identified several core themes of Black feminist thought. One such theme
is the negative and controlling images history has introduced and society has maintained of
Black women. When asked about his first thoughts when envisioning a Black woman, a White
man responded:
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Just the term “Black woman” conjures up thoughts of an overweight dark-skinned loud
poorly educated person with gold teeth yelling at somebody in public. I hope that
doesn’t make me racist but honestly that’s the first thing I think of. (Slatton, 2014, p. 1)
When comments like these are uttered, do we ever stop to think where they originated? Where
did this image of the boisterous, ignorant Black woman derive, and why do many of us not
question or contest this impression?
Commonly, we adopt a passive approach to group stereotypes and rarely combat
society’s views of certain groups. Thus, Black women are loud and illiterate because that is what
society has taught us since as early as the slave era. Early descriptions of Black women portrayed
them as morally, sexually, culturally, and civilly inferior to other groups and has objectified them
as “the Other” (Collins, 2000; Slatton, 2018). These viewpoints have served to justify
dehumanizing them, further subjecting them to chattel slavery, rape, and reproductive
exploitation (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; Slatton, 2018). Often, they are also viewed as the
antithesis to European standards of beauty and womanhood and depicted with masculine
physical features and characteristics (Collins, 2000; Slatton, 2018). This portrayal of Black
women as the contrast of normative femininity serves as a “… culturally specific feminine
expectation placed on Black women …” (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007, p. 29) that reinforces the
notion they are inherently strong and do not need the support frequently offered to other women.
Collins (2000) argued “intersecting oppressions of race, class, gender, and sexuality
could not continue without powerful ideological justifications for their existence” (p. 69).
Stereotypical images of Black women as mammies, matriarchs, welfare recipients, and hot
mamas have not only shaped how we view these women but also serves to justify Black
women’s oppression (Collins, 2000; Slatton, 2018). For instance, “African American women
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who must work encounter pressures to be submissive mammies in one setting, then are
stigmatized again as matriarchs for being strong figures in their own homes” (Collins, 2000, p.
78). Many Black women do not enjoy the privilege of not having to be the sole providers of their
household and categorizing them as mammies negatively impacts their self-confidence and
capability to combat oppression (Collins, 2000).
Negative perceptions of Black women take on a special meaning. We know from our
historical contexts in the US those with power controlled who were educated (Anderson, 1988;
Burrell, 2010; Watkins et al., 2001). Thus, in our society, being able to produce and disseminate
knowledge literally exerts power. “Because the authority to define societal values is a major
instrument of power, elite groups, in exercising power, manipulate ideas about Black
womanhood. They do so by exploiting already existing symbols or creating new ones” (Collins,
2000, p. 69). These controlling images are in turn used to rationalize social injustices, to make
systems of oppression appear natural and normal parts of life, and to contribute to Black
women’s continuing marginalization and exploitation. Challenging these perspectives are an
overarching theme of Black feminist thought.
Negative and Controlling Images in Higher Education
Unfortunately, the negative perceptions of Black women have carried over to the
academy, as our social institutions have often been criticized for reproducing these controlling
images (Collins, 2000). Research has indicated Black women are most likely to be considered
ineffective leaders compared to their White and Black counterparts and least likely to be viewed
as credible and deserving of their leadership roles (Rosette & Livingston, 2012; Sesko & Biernat,
2010). Some Black women working at PWIs reported being negatively stereotyped having their
professionalism challenged because of their skin color, hair, and attire (Henry, 2010).
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In discussing the controlling images of Black women, Collins (2000) revealed today’s
working-class and professional Black women are heavily regarded as modern mammies and
matriarchs. Historically, the image of the mammy portrayed Black women as faithful, obedient
domestic servants; the matriarch symbolized unfeminine Black women who worked outside of
the home to provide for their family and blamed them for contributing to Black poverty and the
castration of the Black man (Collins, 2000; Slatton, 2018). Many Black women have been
regarded as modern mammies, essentially caregivers and mother-figures for students of color at
PWIs (Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007). Some have reported not having time to complete essential
job functions for making the sacrifice to support and mentor Black students (Bass, 2012; Futrell,
Coker, & McKenzie, 2012; Henry & Glenn, 2009). Others are regarded as matriarchs or the
Black lady—highly educated, overachievers taking on masculine features of aggressiveness and
assertiveness working twice as hard as anyone else with no time for family or companionship
(Collins, 2000).
Participants in the Clayborne and Hamrick (2007) study reported diligently working but
still being seen as less credible and capable. Others conveyed having to adopt masculine
characteristics of leadership to be seen as effective and not being able to balance family life
while pursuing their careers (McClinton, 2012). While empirical research does not necessarily
indicate Black women wholeheartedly identify these features as burdens, the fact is having to be
overly attentive to the needs of others at the expense of their own well-being forces them to
adopt a sense of strength and silence as coping mechanisms in oppressive structures (BeauboeufLafontant, 2017). This reality has had systemic and institutional connotations for Black women
that can adversely affect their physical and mental well-beings. Many have reported an inability
to secure and remain in leadership roles, the tendency of being asked and presuming to accept
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overwhelming levels of tasks and responsibilities, and struggle to independently seek internal
and external support systems (McClinton, 2012). It is clear negative connotations of who Black
women leaders are, or should be, have forced them to make personal and professional sacrifices
“… in their quest toward ultimately becoming balanced, effective, respected leaders in the
academy” (McClinton, 2012, p. 45).
The Outsider-Within Status
Scholars, like Du Bois (1903/2014), noted the contributions of society and education in
influencing the perspective of Blacks toward themselves and others of the same race. He
arguedthe Black experience in American society has influenced the identity development of
Black people and has contributed to a sense of twoness. Du Bois called this phenomenon doubleconsciousness and declared:
… The Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second sight in
this American world, a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets
him see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this
double consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of
others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt
and pity. One ever feels his twoness, an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two
unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone
keeps it from being torn asunder. (p. 5)
With this assertion, Du Bois revealed the struggle many African Americans face with being an
American and being Black, with not really knowing who they truly are yet knowing what society
believes them to be. Du Bois regarded double consciousness as both a gift and a curse, as he
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recognized the challenges it could present as well as the strengths it could bring in the future
(Bauerlein, 2005).
However, critics of Du Bois and other scholars of his time who fought for race uplift,
argued this concept of double consciousness did not truly account for the experiences of the
Black woman (Cooper, 2017; White, 1999). Yes, Black women may experience a sense of
double-consciousness because of their race, but how is this awareness further complicated by
gender and class? Du Bois, among others, have been noted for genuinely supporting Black
women and feminism (White, 1999). Yet, they have also been criticized for putting femininity
above feminism, instead highlighting notions of the “proper place” for Black women.
Understanding Black women occupy a unique space, Collins (2000) introduced the
outsider-within concept, “… a peculiar marginality that stimulated a distinctive Black woman’s
perspective on a variety of themes” (p. 11). By detailing the common experiences Black women
have gained from their jobs, Collins (2000) demonstrated the marginalized and secluded status
they absorb in domestic, professional, and educational contexts. Collins (2000) used the
historical context of Black women working as domestic servants for White families, raising their
children, oftentimes building close connections, all the while never truly being accepted as equal
citizens. For instance, Black women could prepare food for the slave master’s family and
acquaintances but were unable to interact with or be a part of the community of which they
served. This exploitation of Black women’s labor has created a unique outsider-within
perspective other groups have not experienced.
“Taken together, Black women’s participation in constructing African-American culture
in all-Black settings and the distinctive perspectives gained from their outsider-within placement
in domestic work provide the material backdrop for a unique Black women’s standpoint”
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(Collins, 2000, 11). One the one hand, they brought their personal beliefs and values from their
own communities but frequently saw the distinctive contradictions between White people’s
actions and ideologies they often shared with other Black women. For example, they were not in
the position to stay at home and not work like most White women. However, caring for them
permitted Black women to view some of the paradoxes of White women acting as though they
had control over their lives juxtaposed to the “… patriarchal power and authority in their
households” (Collins, 2000, p. 11). These types of encounters, both past and present, have
prompted Black women to question dominant ideologies of American womanhood that directly
contradict Black’s women’s diminished status. Like no other group, experiences such as these
“… illustrates how being in outsider-within locations can foster new angles of vision on
oppression” (Collins, 2000, p. 11).
The Outsider-Within Status in Higher Education
The manifestations of intersectionality and the outsider-within status is prevalent in
higher education settings. The current condition of Black women enrolled and employed in
colleges and universities is a direct consequence of the lengthy and laborious journey they have
withstood as second-class citizens in a society that continues to marginalize them (West, 2017).
Institutions continue to make, what appears to be, positive strides hiring more Black women in
administrative roles, surpassing those of Black men and other women of color (West 2015; West
2017). Yet, a closer look at the data suggest, compared to the total population of people
occupying executive, administrator, or manager positions in US higher education in 2011, Black
women represented less than 6% (West, 2017). Of those in these roles, many have conveyed the
reality of being placed in leadership roles but not being able to make important decisions that are
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impactful to the them or their institution’s mission (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Glover, 2012;
Henry, 2010).
Factors that may explain the underrepresentation of Black women in higher education
have been studied by researchers interested in understanding the complex conditions these
women face (West, 2017).. Feelings of invisibility compared to peers, marginalization, and
isolation from others are among some of the experiences reported by Black women in higher
education leadership roles (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West 2015, 2017). Others disclosed
feeling unnoticed and unheard, feeling as if they were not granted full access to the culture of the
workplace, and feeling as if they were not physically present in a specific group and not among
individuals who supported them and shared common experiences (Jean-Marie et al., 2009; West,
2015). As a result, frameworks that help us understand the unique experiences of Black women
in higher education are warranted in aiding with their leadership development.
Shared Experience as Empowerment
Despite these negative perceptions, Black feminists have argued Black women should use
their shared experiences to unite and independently define their own self-worth. Dillard (2016)
offered:
We lead and love as Black women in a place that has never affirmed Black womanhood.
So, we affirm it for ourselves. And in our affirmations are several bold and important
lessons understood and lived by Black women yesterday, today and tomorrow. (p. 34,
emphasis in original).
Among these lessons are the historical commitments made to our ancestors, families, and
communities and the love we embody for them—a dedication and a love central to our very
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being (Bass, 2012; Dillard, 2016). Embodied within our perspectives are specialized knowledge
and wisdom we have obtained from the anguish and depth of the Black woman’s standpoint.
Collins (2000) further asserted Black women inevitability depend on combined
experiences through which their worldview arises during times of suffering and strength that
“when shared and passed on, become the collective wisdom of Black women’s experiences” (p.
256). Many of these women, both past and present, have suffered in the contexts of racism,
sexism, and classism that have frequently resulted into violence. Thus, addressing these
oppressions should be of vital concern. One of the first steps is for Black women to engage in
dialogue with their fellow sisters about their struggles and then to work on defining their own
self-worth (Collins, 2000). This measure will not only serve as a mechanism of empowerment
and activism, but it would also work to contest society’s controlling images of the Black woman.
Shared Experience as Empowerment in Higher Education
The themes of shared experiences and empowerment can easily be identified in the
higher education arena. Many Black women have reported some of the same experiences as they
pursued their careers as administrators. Various women in leadership roles have reported feeling
unappreciated by their peers and having to constantly prove their abilities (Clayborne &
Hamrick, 2007; Henry, 2010). To this note, Rosette and Livingston (2010) argued Black women
are more likely to be regarded as ineffective and have their credentials questioned. For reasons
such as these, participants in the Clayborne and Hamrick (2007) study disclosed obtaining
advanced degrees and certifications allowed them to be taken more seriously as leaders.
Numerous Black women leaders have also revealed feelings of isolation and invisibility
due to unwelcoming and hostile work environments (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Henry 2010;
West, 2015). In their study, Sesko and Biernat (2010) provided support indicating Black
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women’s faces are less likely to be remembered and their statements more likely to be
misinterpreted. Collins (2000) discussed the outsider-within concept that may explain this
phenomenon. In describing the historical domestic work of Black women, she proclaimed Black
women were regarded as mammies and experienced a sense of double-consciousness, whereby
they had access to an elite population (those they served), yet they were never really accepted as
a part of that community. One obvious example is when Black women functioned as domestic
workers who were allowed in the house to serve but were required to remain out of sight when
guests visited. There are direct parallels that can be made to Black women in higher education.
Although many of the educated Black women are able to obtain prestigious positions and work
among executive leadership, they are often not able to make important decisions and their
contributions are often ignored (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Glover, 2012; Henry, 2010).
Collins (2000) highlighted the importance of engaging in dialogue with fellow Black
women as a means of empowerment and activism as they cope with similar struggles. Existing
literature has exposed the significance of building and maintaining strong support systems
through mentorships with other Black women in higher education (Davis & Maldonado; 2015;
Henry, 2010; Hinton, 2012). Participants from various studies conveyed being able to converse
with others made them feel as though they were not the only “lone voice,” helped them to accept
their own self-worth, and aided them in understanding the true culture of the organization (Davis
& Maldonado; 2015; Henry, 2010; Hinton, 2012).
Critical Race Feminism
Critical race feminism, derived from CLS, CRT, and feminist movements in the late 20th
century, and contested the narrow perspectives of modern feminism and CRT (Berry, 2010;
Crenshaw, 2003; Wing, 2003). Critical race feminism scholars contend Black women have
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unique experiences that differ from both White women and Black men; thus, CRT nor feminist
perspectives are adequate in detailing their viewpoints (Berry, 2010; Wing, 2003). Simply put,
“… CRF constitutes a race intervention in feminist discourse … and highlights the situation of
[poor] women of color …” (Wing, 2003, p. 7). The theory builds on various tenets of CRT, such
as intersectionality, highlighting the need to understand the unique experiences of Black women
that have been created by the complex intertwinement of race, gender, class, and other social
identities (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Wing, 2003).
Yet, CRF also adds a distinctive contribution to critical discourse—that of antiessentialism—contending there is no one woman voice and individual experiences are just as
critical as collective ones (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Harris, 2003; Wing, 2003). Critical race
feminism proponents embrace CRT’s argument for the need of praxis or incorporating what we
have learned from theory and practice as an empowerment mechanism for women of color and in
eradicating racist, classist, and sexist structures (Wing, 2003).
Racism, Sexism, and Classism are Endemic
Several tenets of CRF can be used to explore the experiences of Black women leaders in
higher education. Perhaps the most foundational principle is that racism, sexism, and classism
are endemic, ordinary, and normal. This is the notion that race, class, and sex are ever-present
characteristics of this country, and they are built in the fabric and systems of American society
(Parker & Villapando, 2007). For this reason, CRF theorists use a critical lens to examine
society, institutions, and policies demonstrating race and racism are always an underlying
influence or factor in society despite its attempt to deny they are still present (Parker &
Villapando, 2007). They would argue racism is still very much alive and thriving.
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Racism, Sexism, and Classism are Endemic in Higher Education. The racism, sexism,
and classism are endemic tenet is appropriate in the analysis of Black women leadership
experiences due to its foundational value to CRF as well as its tendency to highlight the overall
negative experiences of Black people in general, and Black women, in particular, in higher
education settings. Parker and Villapando (2007) argued “in American higher education, race
and racism are embedded in the structures, discourses, and policies that guide the daily practices
of universities” (p. 520). Thus, the negative experiences of Black people and the revolving door
of oppression ultimately supported by policies, procedures, and practices in the university
become business as usual in the workplace.
Reports of racism and discrimination are often overlooked and ignored when identified
by Black faculty and staff who have found coping mechanisms to deal with their experiences and
regard racist acts as normal and rooted in their reality (Marbley et al., 2010). Black women
reported instances of stereotyping and discrimination in the workplace due to their gender but
racism was most frequently reported (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; West,
2015). Therefore, racism has played a profound role for these women, as well.
Challenging Liberal Ideologies
The need to challenge liberalism is another tenet of CRF. Critical race feminism theorists
question the neutrality and color-blindness of US laws and doctrine and point out the flaws in
liberalism and meritocracy (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Parker & Villapando, 2007). Most
liberals celebrate the perceived neutrality in US legality contending it is color-blind and upholds
principles that are fair and promote equality to all groups. Critical race theory finds this
questionable and instead helps us understand how many of our laws and policies fail to account
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for the differences in cultural and racial experiences and how these differences can hinder
fairness and equality (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).
The meritocracy myth, or achievement ideology, is deeply ingrained in American society,
so deep that Black women work hard and stay in school in pursuit of the American dream
(Lloyd-Jones, 2009). But, what happens when you graduate from the best schools and obtain
multiple degrees only to still face discrimination and not be afforded the same opportunities as
others? What happens when this dedication and diligence is overshadowed by race and gender?
In describing her own personal experiences, Lloyd-Jones argued,
The success of people is based on their capabilities, merit, and commitment … [but] at
the same time, it ignores social conditions that might keep people from attaining their
goal. If your success is entirely up to you, then any barriers must be your own fault.
(Cook, 2014, p. 13).
Stellar academic achievement and diligence have been noted as two essential aspects of Black
women success (Cook, 2014; Henry & Glenn, 2009). Yet, they do not level the playing field and
can place an undue burden on Black women leaders. One can find an example by reviewing
institutional hiring practices and procedures that are seemingly equitable and portray a fair
opportunity at advancement but simultaneously demonstrate “… power differences and social
identities affect access to resources” (Cook, 2014, p. 13). For instance, specific criteria are
established for job positions and promotions intended to objectively recruit the most qualified
person for the job. Nevertheless, research has shown White women are evaluated by their skills
and credentials, while Black women are assessed by their identities (Cook, 2014). Unfortunately,
the reality for many Black women is even their qualifications are not equalizers, which causes
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many of them to continuously seek additional credentials that may afford them equal
opportunities as their colleagues (Cook, 2014; Henry & Glenn, 2009).
Challenging Liberal Ideologies in Higher Education. Unfortunately, this is also the
reality for many Black women with leadership roles in higher education. Many reported having
acquired high levels of education, extensive preparation, and strong work ethic all to “… have
[their] decisions dismissed out of hand by someone whose power and privilege came from being
a White man” (Cook, 2014, p. 14). Lloyd-Jones (2009) contended Black women administrators
in higher education undergo a dichotomous experience, whereby their achievements in the field
are numerous but are far outweighed by their challenges and barriers to success. Thus, Harris’
(1993) assertions of Whiteness as property and White privilege, the claim that Whites possess an
unearned asset or form of property that grants them privileges simply for being White, are
apparent in the daily experiences of Black women as their capabilities and accomplishments are
often rejected for those of their White counterparts.
Experiential Knowledge and Challenging Ahistoricism
Another commonly used construct of CRF is experiential knowledge. Critical race
feminism theorists stress the importance of personal experiences in uncovering instances of both
blatant and subtle forms of racism in US policies and practices (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).
Since we all have a vested interest in race, it is important that minoritized groups, in particular,
are offered and readily take the opportunity to tell their stories. Their stories are regarded as
experiential knowledge and can be used to not only expose systemic racism and oppression in
society but can also be used in addressing racist and discriminatory issues (Delgado & Stefancic,
2012). Therefore, “CRT recognizes that the experiential knowledge of people of color is
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legitimate, appropriate, and critical to understanding, analyzing, and teaching about racial
subordination” (Yosso, 2005, p. 74).
Experiential Knowledge and Challenging Ahistoricism in Higher Education. Davis
and Maldonado (2015) noted the increase of scholarship on women leadership in general but also
pinpointed the lack of research on the effects of race and gender on the leadership experiences of
Black women explicitly in higher education. Research studies have indicated Black women
experience unique encounters in the higher education setting (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; JeanMarie et al., 2009). Due to their multiple-subordinated identities, they often experience negative
situations not reported by White men, Black men, or White women who hold leadership roles in
the field. These women have revealed instances of both racism and sexism that add to the stress
of being a part of their unique group. Sadly, “ascending to leadership positions is often met with
unrelenting challenges and discrimination Black women find themselves subject to” (Jean-Marie
et al., 2009, p. 565). It is imperative that Black women share their experiential knowledge in this
regard to provide a deeper understanding of the intersections of gender and race in higher
education leadership and to combat the notions of fairness and equality often portrayed in higher
education settings (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009).
Counter-Storytelling
In sharing one’s experiential knowledge, their experiences can often serve as counterstories to societal master narratives (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Wing, 2003). Critical race
feminism stresses the importance of, and legitimizes, the voices and experiences of people of
color, while encouraging minoritized groups to express their inequalities through storytelling and
personal narratives (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Parker & Villapando, 2007). Parker and
Villapando (2007) contended these stories “… seek to disrupt the dominant narrative stories of
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success through merit, equality, the market, and objectivity that are so deeply entrenched and
accepted unquestioningly by the larger society” (p. 520). Critical race feminism theorists would
argue perhaps by speaking their truth, the experiences of the oppressed would unveil the reality
of systematic racism and contribute to a much-needed change in the cultural and social
constructs of society. Telling these stories becomes a means of uncovering racism, expressing
the realties and experiences of the oppressed, and promoting a closer step to understanding and
conquering racism (Ladson-Billings, 1998). They further serve to reject the realities of White
men as absolute truth and offers the potential of formulating models and theories that adequately
explore the experiences and needs of minoritized populations.
Counter-Storytelling in Higher Education. Perhaps the most prominent master
narrative in American society is the meritocracy myth, which is the notion that through hard
work, commitment, and education, everyone is afforded the same opportunities and has the same
chances for success (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Lloyd-Jones, 2009). Critical race theorists
would find this claim highly questionable and would note the influences of social conditions and
individual identities in influencing opportunities (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Lloyd-Jones,
2009). Stories from Black women who occupy leadership roles in higher education provide a
counter-story to the meritocracy narrative. Lloyd-Jones (2009) detailed accounts of Black
women who achieved advanced levels of education and held high-ranking positions within
academia and still faced social inequity and discrimination because of the unique combination of
their race and gender. Some left their positions and/or universities, as a result (Lloyd-Jones,
2009). For these women, hard work, commitment, and education were not enough to combat the
vicious effects of racism and sexism present in the field. It is imperative, for this reason, that
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Black women, and other communities of color, share their stories to provide a counter-narrative
to the widely accepted meritocracy myth that has become dominant in American culture.
Intersectionality and Anti-Essentialism
Advocates of CRF have also noted the tendency of race and other characteristics to
combine creating a unique set of experiences (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Jean-Marie et al.,
2009; Wing, 2003). The notion that oppression is not unidirectional and can be experienced
across intersectional planes, like race and gender, to create a unique set of experiences is known
as intersectionality and is a prominent tenet in CRF (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Although
intersectionality is critical in understanding the complex interplay of minoritized identities,
several aspects are worth noting. It is important to recognize we all sit at the intersections of
many social categories that may deem us both privileged and oppressed and our identities are
inextricable (Crenshaw, 1991; Delgado & Stefancic, 2010; Grillo, 1995). Hence, a Black woman
would not only identify herself by her race (Black), but she would also classify herself by her
gender (woman). She cannot exist separately as a Black and then as a woman. Her unique
positionality forces her instead to exist as both, which further influences her experiences and
dictates the instances of oppressions she will endure.
The dilemma then becomes issues that arise as a result of the combination of these
multiple identities are too complex for society to comprehend and are often overlooked or
ignored. In her analysis of legal cases that demonstrated the various ways in which Black women
are oppressed in US employment practices, Crenshaw (1991) demonstrated how both race and
gender discrimination claims by Black women will be dismissed when their employers can show
they are not discriminating against White women or Black men as separate groups, therefore
signifying no legal cause of action for these women. Instances such as these inspire movements
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to organize against the social and systemic oppressions experienced by certain populations who
understand the power behind the shared experiences and voices of many (Crenshaw, 1991).
However, these calls for change and justice can again put Black women in a unique
situation as identity-based politics tend to force individuals to fight for one cause over another
(Crenshaw, 1991). “Feminist efforts to politicize experiences of women and antiracist efforts to
politicize experiences of people of color have frequently proceeded as though the issues and
experiences they each detail occur on mutually exclusive terrains” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1242).
Thus, Black women are frequently placed at the margins of our society—they are faced with
unique struggles other groups will not experience, yet they do not fit precisely within one distinct
social group whose issues can accurately be advocated for and politicized by feminist and
antiracist practices (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991).
So, who is left to speak up for and fight for the Black woman? Collins (2000) would
provide a simple yet perplexing answer to this inquiry: Black women. They should serve as the
experts for their own experiences and must be the first to advocate for themselves. Who better to
articulate the challenges they face and to help us understand how to dismantle the systemic and
ongoing oppressions put into place by society than the Black woman herself?
Although understanding the standpoint of Black women is critical in addressing Black
women issues, it is equally important that one does not adopt an essentialist perspective in doing
so. We must be cognizant that certain groups have unique and common experiences they share
but there is no one single story for a group of individuals (Crenshaw, 1991; Grillo, 1995).
Consequently, Black women have common experiences because of their unique socio-political
locations, but there is not “a Black woman experience” that encompasses all of the adversities
that one may encounter.
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Intersectionality shows us various identities, such as race, gender, and class, can combine
to create a unique set of experiences (Crenshaw, 1991; Grillo, 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2010).
As a result, a Black woman from a middle-class background could have different experiences
compared to one who may be poor. While along the same lines, Black women who are in the
same socio-economic class could have different experiences due to other aspects, like education
or even the color of their skin. This is why it is imperative “… we define complex experiences as
closely to their full complexity as possible and that we not ignore voices at the margin” (Grillo,
1995, p. 22).
Examples of how Black women have been placed at the margin by their intersectional
identities can be found by examining hiring and promotion practices within organizations. For
instance, think about the verbiage often used in job postings for leadership roles. Many
advertisements include minimum qualifications that an individual must have “x” amount of
leadership, supervisory, or management experience. Framing the requirements in this way
renders many Black women unqualified at the onset. Research has demonstrated Black women
are offered less leadership roles than their Black and White counterparts, despite the fact they are
frequently already doing the work of leading and ensuring the organization is running smoothly
without being presented a formal leadership position (Byrd, 2009; Davis & Maldonado, 2015).
Black women are put at the margin in this case by evaluating their qualifications according to the
experiences of the majority of leaders. But their experiences do not reflect those of the majority.
Accordingly, organizations should ideally work to ensure that their policies, practices, and
procedures do not adversely affect those individuals with intersectional identities.
Intersectionality and Anti-Essentialism in Higher Education. Whereas extant
literature largely exposes the negative experiences and reasons of departure from leadership
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roles, not all Black women in higher education have been reported having the same experiences.
“While respondents certainly acknowledged influences of race and gender, they rejected
essentialist definitions and limitations to their leadership” (Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007, p. 132).
Some identified positive implications of being a Black woman in higher education leadership.
These women revealed proud feelings of being a part of a unique social group; a sense of
strength, independence, and confidence; more equal opportunity, affirmative action, and
sponsored resources (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015).
Participants in the Clayborne and Hamrick (2007) study noted the enlightening bond they
were able to form with other Black women on campus “… when others assigned race- or genderbased criteria to them” (p. 132). These women also detailed the various external support
structures, such as the spiritual connections and relationships with family and close friends, that
were strengthened by coping with their experiences. Other women proudly reflected on the moral
and intrinsic value they found in using the hardships they had experienced to serve as supportsystems for students of color (Bass, 2012; Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007). Being able to use this
ethic of care to positively impact the learning and achievement outcomes of marginalized
students is a characteristic unique to Black women and one in which many of them take pride
(Bass, 2012; Horford 2012).
Praxis
CRF scholars concur, we all have a responsibility in challenging oppressive systems,
while offering and engaging in plausible solutions for change (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012;
Mack, 1995; Stovall, 2016; Wing, 2003). They regard this commitment to social justice as praxis
and argue for the expansion of theory into practice (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Mack, 1995;
Stovall, 2016; Wing, 2003). Mack (1995) postulated “approximately twenty percent of [critical]
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scholarship identifies ‘real world’ situations that plague minority communities, filters these
situations through the prisms of race, gender, and class, and proposes progressive solutions that
transcend theory” (p. 365). The question is what are we doing with these recommendations? Are
we actively utilizing these suggestions to make social change? Or, are we idly standing by as
advocates for social justice without taking any real action?
Praxis for Black Women Leaders in Higher Education. Black feminist thought and
CRF have both been used to provide an in-depth analysis of Black women experiences in higher
education. How do we use this understanding to inform our praxis in support of Black women
leaders? What can be done to address their issues, while combatting the reality of an ongoing and
systemic oppression against them? Firstly, applying the most basic tenets of CRF, racism,
sexism, and classism as endemic, ordinary, and normal, colleges and universities should
primarily acknowledge the constant underlying influences of these systems of oppression that
have proven to affect perceptions of leadership effectiveness and continue to be present in its
policies, procedures, and practices (Aguirre & Martinez, 2006). Aguirre and Martinez (2006)
argued diversity and race relations have an ever-present foundation in American society that has
forced a persistent hold on its social fabric. Unfortunately, institutions of higher education are
mimicking the practices of the larger society and have not been very responsive to the issues
posed by rapidly diverse groups in the US. Critical race and CRF theorists would further argue
colleges and universities should take the initiative to admit this, make a long-term commitment
to changing instances of oppression and discrimination on campuses, and work to create a truly
inclusive environment for all (Aguirre & Martinez, 2006).
Next, institutions should also take a moment to consider how its policies and practices
may inadvertently and directly affect populations with multiple-subordinated identities, such as
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Black women in leadership. The intersectionality tenet “helps to account for the complexity of
the Black woman’s lived experiences, recognizing that race, class, and gender are markers of
power creating intersecting lines or axes used to reinforce power relations and forms of
oppression” (Jean-Marie et al., 2009, p. 576). Thus, Black women in higher education have
unique experiences no other group encounters. These women frequently reveal significant
barriers to their success to include instances of isolation, mistreatment, and no sense of belonging
(Jean-Marie et al., 2009). They often leave their positions, as a result (Davis & Maldonado,
2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009).
Critical race feminism theorists would argue colleges and universities should try to
understand the presence and relevance of intersectionality and how it can influence the
experiences and leadership development of women of color (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; JeanMarie et al., 2009). Having focus groups for these women to share their unique stories and to
allow them to express what they need from the university to be successful in their roles, as well
as allowing them to form mentor groups for support, would be a great place to start. Practices
such as these will help to incorporate the intersectionality and experiential knowledge pieces of
CRF.
Yosso (2005) further stressed the importance of understanding the cultural wealth of
communities of color and defined the concept as “… the sense of group consciousness and
collective identity that serves as a resource aimed at the advancement of an entire group” (p. 81).
Often, the cultural wealth of communities of color are devalued when compared to White,
middle-class culture, which frequently leads to a devaluing of knowledge generated from these
groups (Yosso, 2005). Yosso (2005) further noted the ability of cultural capital in connecting the
community to the academy and in empowering “… people of color to utilize assets already
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abundant in their communities” (p. 82). Critical race theorists would challenge colleges and
universities to seek the experiential knowledge of Black women and acknowledge the
significance of incorporating their cultural wealth as legitimate and as a valuable asset not only
in retaining them but in recruiting and serving as mentors to other minoritized women on campus
(Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Yosso, 2005).

Why Is This Work Necessary?
Colleges and universities are increasingly making public commitments to diversifying
their campuses vowing to make them more inclusive and welcoming for different student,
faculty, and staff populations (Aguirre, Jr. & Martinez, 2006). With this diversity and inclusion
initiative, institutions are now focusing their efforts on hiring and retaining more women of
color, particularly Black women, in leadership roles (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015).
However, despite this representational increase in Black women leaders, they still represent less
than the total population when compared to their Black and White counterparts (West, 2017).
They also report more instances of discrimination and negative experiences that cause many to
leave their roles (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015). This reality has led to a focus on
Black women leadership development in higher education. Yet, Davis and Maldonado (2015)
argued there is still more to be desired in learning how Black women develop as leaders due to
their unique positionalities.
Developing competent leaders should be the priority of all organizations aiming to be
effective and competitive (Hammond et al., 2017). As such, an understanding around the
process by which leaders develop over time and across multi-domains is needed. Traditional
leadership theory and leader identity development models cannot accurately portray Black
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women’s leadership development because their intersectional identities prompt unique
experiences that are largely complex (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Moorosi, 2014). As a result,
more research is needed to highlight how Black women progress as leaders and develop a leader
identity in higher education.
While extant literature is rather scant on the topic, some research has been conducted to
provide a more in-depth inquiry around this phenomenon. Researchers have approached studying
Black women’s leadership development using various research designs. The majority utilizing
basic exploratory qualitative strategies, phenomenological approaches, case studies, secondary
and historical analyses, non-empirical theoretical approaches, and even some quantitative
perspectives. Common methodologies include surveys, semi-structured interviews, observations,
focus groups, document analyses, and life notes. A variety of epistemological and theoretical
frameworks have also been noted such as: endarkened feminist epistemology, Black feminist
thought, critical race theory, critical race feminism, intersectionality, feminist theory, sociocultural theories, and social cognitive theories. Lastly, the problem has been studied while
incorporating various participant groups consisting of Black women educators (both P-12 and
higher education), administrators, executives, student affairs professionals, faculty, and students,
as well as White students and working adults.
Considering this information, why is studying Black women leadership development in
higher education so important, and how can one offer a unique perspective on the topic? As more
institutions are hiring Black women in leadership positions, understanding their progression as
leaders is vitally important in maintaining an inclusive and welcoming environment, providing
the necessary resources and support, and retaining them in these roles (Davis & Maldonado,
2015; West, 2015). Research has shown the impact Black women administrators have in
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developing students of color and other Black women faculty and staff (Bass, 2012; Futrell et al.,
2012; Horsford, 2012). Additionally, existing research has largely focused on leadership theory
and leader identity development from the perspectives of the dominant majority—White men
and women—displaying a false narrative of how all leaders develop (Davis & Maldonado, 2015;
Moorosi, 2014). Further, the stories of people of color and the cultural wealth their experiences
introduce are often ignored (Yosso, 2005). Therefore, counternarratives around what it means to
be a leader and how leadership looks for Black women are not only significant but also
necessary.
Unique perspectives on leadership development can be offered by allowing Black women
to use their lived experiences to tell their leadership stories and help others understand how they
developed their leader identity. Adopting a unique and intersectional comprehension to
leadership and leader identity development should be of main concern to institutions that want to
remain competitive in post-secondary education (Hammond et al., 2017; Moorosi, 2014). But
colleges and universities cannot truly use such an approach and support Black women’s
leadership trajectory without understanding how they develop as leaders—a conundrum that can
only be solved by consulting Black women (Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007; Collins, 2000).
Conceptual Framework
Thus far, a synthesis of the literature on the leadership development of Black women in
higher education has been provided. We focused on foundational leadership theory and
traditional conceptions of leadership, a call for an intersectional understanding of leader identity
development, appropriate leadership models specifically for Black women, and offered analytical
lenses that make it easier to understand leadership experiences from the perspectives of this
marginalized group. So, how do all of these pieces work together to warrant having a serious
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discussion about how Black women leaders make sense of their leader identity development
within the contexts of PWIs?
Analysis of Extant Literature
Focusing on leadership development is vitally important to organizations that need to
thrive and remain competitive (Hammond et al., 2017; Moorosi, 2014). Organizations tend to
focus on recruiting and evolving top talent using outdated leadership theory that fails to account
for the experiences of diverse leader populations and leadership development initiatives that do
not provide an adequate analysis of how leaders make sense of their various experiences as they
develop their leader identity—a critical part of leadership development (Hammond et al., 2017;
Moorosi, 2014). Consequently, there is an apparent need for an intersectional approach to leader
identity progression—a necessity in understanding how Black women progress as leaders and a
foundational aspect in maintaining the competitiveness of institutions of higher education
(Hammond et al., 2017; Moorosi, 2014).
Hammond et al.’s (2017) theory on leadership development across multiple domains
provides an appropriate sensemaking analysis—one that demonstrates that leadership
progression takes the form of a journey across multiple contexts. Yet, this framework does not
provide an explanation of how Black women make sense of their own unique and intersectional
experiences in this expedition. Hinton’s (2012) NOBLE Model is one of few leadership models
that focus on the progression of Black women specifically and helps us understand Black
women’s leadership development takes place across a multitude of environments that serve as
stimuli including: early/childhood/community experiences; early educational and higher
educational experiences; career and professional experiences; and transitional/growth
experiences.

96
While innovative, the NOBLE Model lacks an adequate exploration of the internal
influences, social relationships other oppressed people develop with Black women, and the
realization Black women have always been regarded as effective change agents; all of which
have been shown to serve as influences on their leadership development (Horsford, 2012).
Horsford’s (2012) bridge leadership model effectively demonstrates how Black women use their
own experiences to overcome barriers and provides a more in-depth analysis of the effects of
self-awareness, social relationships with the oppressed, and the recognition of their critical roles
as social change agents. “Framed by a discussion of Black Feminisms, [the theory] centers the
intersectionality of race and gender identities alongside context as important indicators in the
development of leadership philosophies, epistemologies, and practice” (Horsford, 2012, p. 12).
Hinton’s (2012) NOBLE Model and Horsford’s (2012) bridge leadership theory helps us
learn more about how Black women develop as leaders. However, theoretical frameworks that
further help us understand their experiences within the contexts of higher education are needed to
truly address the barriers they encounter in the white supremacist, patriarchal contexts of PWIs.
We know oppression is systemic and it operates along individual, societal/cultural, and
institutional dimensions that have had structural effects on Black women and how they are
viewed and treated in higher education leadership (Adams et al., 2013; Collins, 2000; Davis &
Maldonado, 2015). Critical race feminism helps provide a thorough institutional critique of PWIs
as oppressive structures, thus removing indications that Black women are to blame for any
challenges they face throughout their leadership journeys in higher education. Whereas, Black
feminist thought serves as an additive that helps us centralize and further validate their unique
experiences, places Black women at the cornerstone of telling us what they need to be
successful leaders, and serves to reject sheer strength narratives that Black women do not
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actually need support (Beauboef-Lafontant, 2017; Collins, 2000). Using CRF and BFT together
plays a significant role “… not only in making sense of Black women leaders’ experiences but
also in highlighting how their individual and collective struggles have disrupted dominant
discourses of White leadership alongside issues of race” (Curtis, 2017, p. 95).

An Intersectional Model of Leadership Development for Black Women Administrators in
Higher Education
As has been displayed thus far, no one theory currently exists that will thoroughly
express how Black women develop as leaders. However, this framework can be formulated by
synthesizing extant literature and can be further utilized to demonstrate how they use their
intersectional experiences to make sense of their leader identity development. Clapp-Smith et al.
(2019) contended “…effective leadership development is rooted in identity work…connecting
the individual to context, relationships, culture, meanings of leadership, and an understanding of
one’s leader identity” (p .11). Therefore, it would follow that we first need to provide an analysis
of how all of these factors complexly interact as Black women engage in identity work before we
can move forward with understanding how they make sense of these experiences in developing a
leader identity.
“An Intersectional Model of Leadership Development for Black Women Administrators
in Higher Education” is displayed in Figure 2 and is a pictorial and empirical representation of
how Black women engage in identity work, which further influences and complicates how they
make sense of their leader identity. Research has shown context matters. Black women have
shared family, community, educational, career/professional, transitional, and institutional
environments all influence how they develop as leaders (Hinton, 2012; Davis & Maldonado,
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2015). Understanding organizational culture is important. Knowing “how to play the game,”
being cognizant of institutional policies and procedures, and recognizing where/how to seek
professional development opportunities specific to Black women are all key in leadership
development for Black women (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; McClinton & Dawkins, 2012; Wolfe
& Dilworth, 2015).
Social relationships are also an important component of their leadership progression.
Black women have revealed close ties with other faculty, staff, and students of color, positive
mentorship relationships with other Black women, and their mother-daughter connection have all
helped them be better leaders. Black women leaders also referenced aspects of self-awareness as
a key factor. Being self-conscious of how to lead from the heart, accepting a personal obligation
to lead for the betterment of oppressed groups, being able to recognize and overcome adversity,
being spiritually connected, and understanding the cultural wealth Black women bring to
organizational structures were noted as key factors in persisting as effective leaders (Bass, 2012;
Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007; Cobham & Patton, 2015; Curtis, 2017; Henry, 2010; Henry &
Glenn, 2009; Horsford, 2012; West, 2015). Lastly, realizing the conceptions of leadership is
important. Black women have noted the significance of understanding societal/institutional
definitions of leadership, how Black women are perceived using these standards, and knowing
they can lead and make a difference from informal and formal leadership roles (Byrd, 2009;
Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007; Collins, 2000).
Colleges and universities spend countless resources on supporting and developing
effective leaders. Yet, an intersectional approach to leadership development has not been
explored that helps us understand how intersectional experiences influence how one progresses
as a leader (Moorosi, 2014). Despite Black women sharing their experiences, we still do not
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know how they use their encounters to make sense of their leader identity, which is a pertinent
aspect of understanding their leadership progression (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al.,
2017). Thus, an analysis of leadership is warranted that focuses on leader identity. “An identitybased approach takes into account each individual’s unique understandings and assumptions
about leadership and their unique life experiences to generate a unique leadership development
narrative” (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019, p. 11). Incorporating “An Intersectional Model of
Leadership Development for Black Women Administrators in Higher Education” (pictured in
Figure 2) will allow us to further understand Black women experiences around leadership in
higher education but will also provide the foundation for exploring how they use their
experiences to make sense of and develop a leader identity, which was the focus of this research
endeavor.

100
Figure 2
An Intersectional Model of Leadership Development for Black Women Administrators in Higher
Education
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH DESIGN
Thus far, an overview of the project has been provided, relevant literature pertaining to
how Black women develop a leader identity within the contexts of higher education has been
reviewed, and the theoretical frameworks used as a lens through which the participants’
experiences were viewed have been introduced. This chapter focuses on providing a detailed
account of the study’s research design.
Endarkened feminist epistemology was used to describe how I believe Black women
come to make sense of the world. The theoretical frameworks employed were Black feminist
thought and critical race feminism, as they are often offered as suitable frameworks to shed light
on, and understand, the experiences of minoritized and overlooked populations (Collins, 2000;
Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1998). These frameworks also served as the
mechanisms through which the appropriate methodology and research methods were selected.
The study took a hermeneutic phenomenological approach, as this methodology is warranted
when there is a need to thoroughly examine participants’ lived experiences and better understand
how they interpret the world (Glesne, 2016; Sokolowki, 2000). Consequently, this chapter is
organized into the following sections: philosophical underpinnings, purpose statement, research
questions, methodology, analytical framework, and limitations.
Philosophical Underpinnings
Although philosophical underpinnings in research remain primarily backgrounded, they
largely impact research practices and should thus be identified (Glesne, 2016; Patton, 2002).
Critical to choosing a methodological approach in any study, one must first establish and
explicitly state their ontological and epistemological views, as these philosophical ideas lend
themselves to a specific research paradigm, which ultimately drives the study (Glesne, 2016;
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Patton, 2002). Ontology focuses on the nature of reality or what we believe to be real, while
epistemology focuses on the nature of knowledge and how we know what we know (Glesne,
2016). These philosophical views work together to determine the appropriate research paradigm
or the goals of a research study (Glesne, 2016).
Ontological and Epistemological Frameworks
The primary goal of all qualitative research is to understand human interaction and
experiences within certain environments according to the perspectives of the wider culture
(Glesne, 2016; Patton, 2002). Studies that adopt a social constructionist ontology operate from
the premise that people make meaning of these experiences collectively. While epistemological
frameworks that accompany this viewpoint of constructed reality tend to validate knowledge
production according to the group under study (Glesne, 2016; Patton, 2002). This research
project incorporated a social constructionist ontology coupled with an endarkened feminist
epistemology to demonstrate how Black women collectively and individually make sense of their
experiences and how these realities are used to develop a leader identity and to produce
knowledge around what it means to be an effective leader.
Social Constructionism
Heidegger (1962) proclaimed individuals make meaning in accordance with their
experiences as inseparable from worldly contexts. Thus, the researcher is primarily concerned
with gaining subjective knowledge through the eyes of the participant (Heidegger, 1962;
Sokolowski, 2000; Vagle, 2014). In this regard, the ontological perspective of a phenomenology
focuses on social constructions of what is real, such that reality is created by how people or
groups interpret the world through their own personal experiences (Glesne, 2016; Vagle, 2014).
With this ontology, a constructionist epistemology is suggested supporting the assumption that
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knowledge is developed collectively with other people instead of solely within the individual.
Consequently, we know what we know based on the lived experiences of groups of individuals.
The fundamental focal point of this hermeneutic phenomenology was to conduct an indepth analysis of the leader identity development and progression of Black women
administrators within the contexts of PWIs. There is little research on how Black women develop
as leaders and less literature on how they use their experiences to form a leader identity (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; Moorosi, 2014). Thus, the goal of this project was to view leadership
development from the individual and collective perspectives of Black women. Individual
experiences were observed through the use of unstructured individual interviews, which allowed
for a separable depiction of leader identity development that contests essentialist views on what
it means to be a Black woman in higher education leadership (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Wing,
2003). Collective viewpoints were captured as emerging themes were developed attesting to the
argument that Black women share similar experiences, even in leadership progression.
The ontological view of this study focused on social constructions of what is real, such
that reality is created by how Black women interpret the world through their own personal
experiences (Collins, 2000; Glesne, 2016). With this ontology, social constructionist
underpinnings are often incorporated reinforcing the notion that knowledge is communally
produced instead of merely within the individual (Glesne, 2016). Delgado and Stefancic (2012)
declared, “it [may] take a multitude of the oppressed to make their voices heard; yet … the
insistence on examining how things look from the perspective of individual actors, helps us
understand the predicament of intersectional individuals” (pp. 62–63). While the knowledge
production of Black women as a community were explored to develop common themes around
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leadership experiences, emphasis was equally placed on understanding the uniqueness that arises
from individual experiences.
Endarkened Feminist Epistemology
“Epistemological choices about whom to trust, what to believe, and why something is
true are not benign academic issues. Instead, these concerns tap the fundamental questions of
which versions to believe” (Collins, 2000, p. 252). Society and our social institutions have taught
us whose realities are truth and whose knowledge should be validated (Collins, 2000; Dillard,
2000). We have been conditioned, both consciously and subconsciously, to believe the stories
and experiences of minoritized populations are less credible and important than those of the US
culture as a whole. “Because this enterprise is controlled by elite White men, knowledge
validation processes reflect this group’s interests” (Collins, 2000, p. 253), thus reinforcing power
relations in our society.
As such, Dillard (2000) reasoned alternative epistemologies are warranted, whereby
knowledge production and validation “… depends profoundly on the consensus and ethos of the
community in which it is grounded” (p. 662). This logic dismisses mainstream notions of what is
real and credible and situates Black women at the center of their own realities, allowing them to
use their own experiences as the criterion of meaning and understanding. Endarkened feminist
epistemology rejects traditionally accepted social, political, and cultural constructions and
grounds reality in the language, history, and culture of the oppressed (Dillard, 2000). To this
note, this alternative epistemology was incorporated in the study. Community dialogue and
constructive personal narratives between the researcher and participants were used to uncover
truth behind leadership development as defined and understood by Black women. Research
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practices such as these situates Black women at the center of inquiry instead of positioning them
as the Other (Collins, 2000; Dillard, 2000).
Endarkened feminist epistemology further suggests “all research is social construction
and a cultural endeavor” (Dillard, 2000, p. 662). To this note, the metaphor “research as recipe,”
assuming that traditional research inquiries should follow a structured, objective path, is rejected
for a “research as a responsibility” standpoint, championing a positive relationship between the
researcher and the researched (Dillard, 2000). Here, the researcher is usually culturally and
personally connected to the same community as the participants, which creates similar beliefs,
perspectives, and experiences. As such, the researcher accepts a sense of responsibility to the
participants and their well-being and is accountable for exposing and incorporating the “theories
of knowing” as revealed by the group (Dillard, 2000).
In addition to these foundational principles, Dillard (2000) outlined five assumptions of
endarkened feminist epistemology, which were incorporated throughout this study. The first
assumption is “self-definition forms one’s participation and responsibility to one’s community”
(p. 672). The researcher’s own personal and cultural views, actions, and beliefs should guide
their research inquiry, such that they are responsible for the well-being of the population under
study. Assumption two is “research is both an intellectual and a spiritual pursuit, a pursuit of
purpose” (p. 674). In this quest, the researcher should not only focus on knowledge production in
their research endeavors but should also aim to reveal and construct truth as an everyday
phenomenon. Thirdly, “only within the context of community does the individual appear and,
through dialogue, continue to become” (p. 675). Not only do our own individual experiences
matter but community dialogue about those experiences are key. The fourth assumption is that
“concrete experiences within everyday life form the criterion of meaning, the ‘matrix of
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meaning-making’” (p. 675). In other words, daily experiences help to acquire the knowledge and
wisdom necessary for scholarship and research inquiry. Lastly, “knowing and research extend
both historically in time and outward to the world: to approach them otherwise is to diminish
their cultural and empirical meaningfulness” (p. 676). Articulated more simply, research
grounded in endarkened feminist epistemology should question traditionally accepted notions of
research, highlight what is missing from these traditions, and incorporate new constructs using
Black women’s experiences.
Being a Black woman who is still trying to solidify a sense of leader identity within the
oppressive confinements of higher education contexts, I understand the importance of using my
own self-definitions of truth to inform my research and ultimately my path to leadership. I
consider it a privilege to be a part of the community for which I am researching and take full
accountability in developing a relationship of reciprocity and care with the participants.
Therefore, my own experiences and perspectives around leadership development in higher
education were used in conjunction with those of the participants as a means of both constructing
and validating knowledge as a community. These practices will contest customary research
procedures and constructions of leadership by basing them in the mutually enhancing knowledge
production endeavors and experiences of Black women in higher education.
Research Paradigm
Hermeneutic phenomenological research designs and endarkened feminist epistemology
byway of social constructionism as epistemological foundations are appropriate in studying the
development of leader identity for Black women administrators at PWIs because the focus of the
study was on understanding the phenomenon of leadership within the contexts of their lived
experiences as a collective group. Glesne (2016) argued interpretivist research paradigms
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incorporate these collective social constructions of reality and knowledge “… with the goal of
understanding human ideas, actions, and interactions in specific contexts or in terms of the wider
culture” (p. 9). To this end, an interpretivist paradigm is appropriate for the topic at hand. One
would further argue critical race feminism and Black feminist thought can be used in
combination with the interpretivist paradigm in illustrating the importance of validating and
appreciating the unique experiences and standpoint of Black women as a group, while
simultaneously seeking to emancipate these women from the systemic confines of the
oppressiveness of higher education leadership. With these philosophical underpinnings, a
hermeneutic phenomenological methodology is necessitated.
Glesne (2016) maintained “critical theory research critiques historical and structural
conditions of oppression and seeks transformation of these conditions” (p. 10). Consequently,
this study and the research questions it proposed are critical for several reasons. Allowing Black
women to shed light on their leadership experiences serves to contest the supposed equitable
practices suggested within higher education leadership. This contestation challenges institutions
to not only acknowledge the barriers that hinder the progression of leadership for Black women
but will also function as a call to action arguing for a more structured support system.
Purpose Statement
The focus of this project was to explore and understand the sensemaking process of how
African American women administrators develop their leader identity. Collectively, the voices of
Black women have long been ignored and their experiences dismissed by socially accepted and
maintained knowledge bases that validate truth as experienced by dominant groups (Crenshaw,
1991; Collins, 2000; Dillard, 2000; Wing, 2003). This reality has been reinforced within the
contexts of higher education, whereby the experiences of Black women and how they develop as
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leaders has largely been overlooked (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015). As such, this
study provides an intersectional and critical approach to how Black women develop a leader
identity. Further, its primary focus is to “… draw upon the authentic voices of Black women
leaders weaving new and inclusive understandings of leadership identities and alliances” (Curtis,
2017, p. 95).
Research Questions
The specific research questions that this study addressed were:
1. In developing their leader identity, how do Black women administrators at PWIs
make sense of their leadership experiences?
a. What do Black women administrators notice about their leadership experiences
across contexts?
b. How do Black women administrators make sense of the consistencies and
inconsistencies across their leadership experiences?
c. How do Black women administrators articulate their personal leadership narrative
in light of their experiences??
d. How are Black women administrators motivated to enact their enhanced leader
identity after making sense of their experiences?
Methodology
A study’s methodology is essential in determining how research practices should
progress to adequately answer research questions (Glesne, 2016; Patton, 2002). The
methodological framework further determines the appropriate data collection techniques. This
study utilized a hermeneutic phenomenological approach to understand how Black women
administrators developed their leader identity over time and the impact that the oppressive
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structures of higher education can have on this progression. Individual interviews were
conducted via Zoom to illuminate their lived experiences. Based on these encounters, pertinent
themes were acquired in hopes of adding to the scant body of literature around Black women’s
leadership development and demonstrating the necessary support that PWIs may provide to assist
in the development of Black women leaders.
Researcher’s Positionality
Patton (2002) asserted that “one must know about the researcher as well as the researched
to place any qualitative study in proper, hermeneutic context” (p. 115). There is also a critical
need for researchers to be open and honest about the personal perspectives and assumptions that
they may bring to the study (Patton, 2002). As such, my position as a member of the same
community for which I researched cannot be ignored or undisclosed. During my nine-year tenure
in leadership roles at various institution types, I have encountered numerous instances of racist
remarks, unfair treatment, and stereotypical comments and behavior that have made it very
difficult to want to remain at certain institutions and that I believe hindered my leadership
development at the time. Though I wanted to give up on many occasions, I quickly began to
understand that my role was bigger than me --- it was to help pave the way for other little Black
girls like me who may aspire to make great change in higher education. Needless to say, because
of my own encounters, I have adopted certain connotations of what it means to be a Black
woman leader in higher education.
As a result, this study took on a traditional “research as recipe” approach, whereby
individuals conducting the research are expected to have an objective standpoint (Dillard, 2000).
Instead, a “research as a responsibility” method was employed. Though I could have use my own
experiences to attest to how Black women develop a leader identity, I too realize the importance
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of allowing each woman to tell their own story, as we are not always afforded that opportunity
(Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; Dillard, 2000). Dillard (2000) brilliantly probed “for AfricanAmerican women leaders/researchers living within our highly racist, sexist, and class-conscious
society, how do we use experiences of racism, sexism, and other oppressions to inform our
research as well as our leadership” (p. 671)? My goal as researcher in this study, and ultimately
the answer to Dillard’s (2000) question, was to share experiences with the participants through
community dialogue and to create an environment of collective sense-making around leadership
development. Sharing this space and collectively engaging in identity work with participants
allowed for the contestation of societal tendencies that utilize White male knowledge validation
to portray everyone’s realities and instead “…resituate[d] our research endeavors in [our]
cultural and historical contexts, to reclaim [our] personal and social roots or origins” (Dillard,
2000, p. 671).
Hermeneutic Phenomenology
To answer the stated research questions and to address the overall purpose of this project,
a hermeneutic phenomenological research design was adopted. This research approach was most
appropriate for several reasons. In phenomenological research, “the researcher seeks to
understand the experiences and perceptions of each participant, and to examine similarities and
differences across cases” (Glesne, 2016, p. 290). Further, “the researcher seeks to understand
how participants make sense of such experiences …” (p. 690). Sokolowski (2000) would add a
phenomenological methodology is most appropriate when unassumingly examining the lived
experiences of a group of individuals as related to a specific phenomenon. Hermeneutic designs
tend to not only focus on examining these experiences but add an extra level of analysis in how
those experiences are interpreted based on the standpoint or situational context of a given group
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(Patton, 2002). Additionally, “hermeneutics take the position that nothing can be interpreted free
of some perspective, so that the first priority is to capture the perspective and elucidate the
context of the people being studied” (Patton, 2002, p. 129). A hermeneutic approach helped to
reconcile my own positionality as a member of the community being researched with the
expectation of objectivity and bracketing that traditional phenomenological approaches suggest.
The primary focus of this study was to explore the lived experiences of Black women in
higher education and how they make meaning of their leader identity development, in this case,
the phenomenon of interest. Black feminist scholars, like Collins (2000), regard lived experience
as a criterion of meaning, such that the knowledge and wisdom experienced by Black women
supersedes that of those who may just be familiar with any given topic. “For most African
American women those individuals who have lived through the experiences about which they
claim to be experts are more believable and credible than those who have merely read or thought
about such experiences” (Collins, 2000, p. 257). Therefore, leader identity development was
examined through the lens of Black women as experienced by Black women. Although research
has indicated Black women often experience similar trials and tribulations, it is important to
recognize “… the embodiment nature of our relationship to the world …” and “… no two people
experience the same phenomena entirely alike” (Glesne, 2016, p. 290). Thus, a hermeneutic
phenomenological approach was employed in incorporating the experiences of the researched
and the researcher in hopes of gaining insight on how Black women use their intersectional
experiences to uniquely develop a leader identity.
While a hermeneutic phenomenological approach was adopted, it is important to note this
study rejected traditional descriptive assumptions and specifically incorporated both interpretive
and critical traditions. Heidegger (1962) argued it is impossible to separate individuals’
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experiences from the world since our realities are so heavily influenced by the social, cultural,
and political contexts in which we live. Further, a critical perspective is necessary when the
interpretation of one’s reality is shaped by socially constructed worldviews and when the voices
of minoritized populations need to be heard (Kinsella, 2006). This assertion can be illustrated
best by considering the systemic and oppressive effects institutions have had on Black women, in
general, and drawing parallels to how colleges and universities have adopted some of the same
practices (Aguirre & Martinez, 2006; Collins, 2000; Wing, 2003). Thus, the need for an
interpretive and critical analysis of how Black women leaders experience in higher education is
justified.
Context of the Study
It is particularly important in the research process for the researcher to be purposeful in
their site selections and to develop an acceptable rationale for choosing said sites (Glesne, 2016).
Participant experiences in this study were examined at various four-year, public PWIs located
across the United States. To be as discrete as possible and to protect the privacy of those
participating in the study, the actual name of the institutions will not be disclosed and will
instead be referred to using pseudonyms when absolutely necessary. However, one of the
primary focal points of this work was to understand the sensemaking process around leader
identity development for Black women at each of these various institutions.
The particular context of PWIs was chosen for several reasons. The pursuit of higher
education access, specifically for Black people and women in the US, has never been a priority
unless coinciding with the interests of White men (Anderson, 1988; Burrell, 2010; Gasman &
Hilton, 2012). Thus, PWIs in the United States, both historically and presently, have served as
oppressive structures. All-women colleges and historically Black colleges and universities
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(HBCUs) were formulated as a means to provide counter-spaces and post-secondary educational
opportunities for those populations that did not always have that right (Anderson, 1988; Bohan &
Null, 2007; Burrell, 2010). Thus, examining the context of PWIs as an oppressive structure is
warranted.
Additionally, US Census (2018) data revealed 51% of the overall US population consists
of women, while 13% are African American. Black women have comprised over half of the total
population of African Americans enrolled in US colleges and universities for quite some time
(Futrell et al., 2012). Despite the continued and purposeful efforts of colleges to recruit Black
students and Black women faculty and staff, both populations consistently report negative
experiences and mistreatment (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Futrell et al., 2012; Jean-Marie et al.,
2009). Research has further indicated Black women administrators play a pivotal role in the
development of students of color and other Black women faculty and staff (Bass, 2012; Futrell et
al., 2012; Horsford, 2012). Thus, understanding their development as leaders is necessary in
contesting and transforming the patriarchal, White supremacist environment of PWIs.
Participant Selection
In considering who to include in a research study, it is imperative to “select those criteria
that the literature and your experience suggest are particularly important …” (Glesne, 2016, p.
50). Extant literature has suggested Black women do not receive the recognition or support they
need from society nor from higher educational institutions (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991;
Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Dillard, 2000; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; West, 2015). These
shortcomings have contributed to negligible research on how Black women progress as leaders
and how they develop a leader identity (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Moorosi, 2014; West, 2015).
Further, my own experiences navigating the oppressive confinements of colleges and universities
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that proudly profess their dedication for differing perspectives and backgrounds, while
simultaneously failing to retain and develop Black and Brown folks suggest that this research is
both indispensable and valuable.
As a result, the participants for this study were women who identified as either Black or
African American administrators who hold or have previously held leadership roles at various
public, four-year PWIs across the US. Ideal participants were Black or African American women
administrators who have occupied a full-time role at a PWI within the past eleven years (2009present). This study was bounded using this timeframe due to the most recent racial and
gendered-related instances across the United States and within the US educational system.
General information about each participant using their agreed upon pseudonyms is included in
Table 1 to demonstrate the wealth of experience exemplified in higher education and the various
functional areas/divisions represented in the study.
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Table 1
Participant Data
Participant

Years of Experience in
Higher Education

Functional Area/Division

Capricorn 1

0-3 years

Finance and Operations

Jazz

4-7 years

Finance and Operations

Jaleesa

4-7 years

Student Affairs

Marleigh

8 or more years

Student Affairs

Torey

0-3 years

Academics

Amor

0-3 years

Athletics

Shawn

4-7 years

Student Affairs

Shuri

8 or more years

Student Affairs

Rozalyn

4-7 years

Student Affairs and
Enrollment Management

Kara

0-3 years

Student Affairs

Holly

4-7 years

Academic Affairs

Savanna

4-7 years

Student Affairs

Amiyah

8 or more years

Academic Affairs

Candace

4-7 years

Enrollment Management

Carolyn-Harrell

4-7 years

Student Affairs

Potential participants were allowed to self-identify as occupying leadership roles. They
were required to possess a title indicating positional authority (i.e., director, manager, etc.). Byrd
(2009) and Marion and Gonzales (2014) regarded leadership not by an individual being in a
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distinctive position of power but instead by an individual influencing other people. Black women
are often doing the work that make organizations smoothly operate (Byrd, 2009; Davis &
Maldonado, 2015). However, it has been shown they are not always afforded fair opportunities
for their efforts or capabilities (Byrd, 2009; Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Some find themselves
experiencing similar situations, like myself, where they are asked to perform the tasks of a
leadership role but are not formally offered the position. Others find themselves being granted a
role symbolizing authority, yet quickly realizing their “… limited voice even in areas within
[their] leadership domain” (Byrd, 2009).
Furthermore, former staff and administrators were allowed to participate due to the
knowledge they may have been able to provide about past situations and institutional policies
and practices; and also, because many Black women decide to leave their roles at PWIs due to
the negative treatment for which they were exposed (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et
al., 2009; West, 2015). Detailing their experiences was helpful in determining the resources that
would have been useful in retaining them and shed some light on the necessary changes needed
to improve institutional policies and procedures. The experiences of Black women in faculty
roles were outside the scope of this study due to existing literature already conducted on this
specific population.
Researchers tend to be intentional in selecting their participants to study (Glesne, 2016;
Patton, 2002). Patton (2002) offered:
The logic and power of purposeful sampling…leads to selecting information-rich cases
for study in depth. Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal
about issues of central importance to the purpose of the research. (p. 46)
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Thus, purposive and theoretical procedures were utilized to include volunteer and snowball
techniques, which are all suitable sampling strategies in qualitative design (Glesne, 2016; Patton,
2002). Although snowball sampling is not always an ideal approach independently, it may be
particularly useful in instances whereby the anticipated participant pool may not be extensive
(Glesne, 2016). Collins (2000) made it clear Black women are the most credible sources to speak
on Black women experiences, thus justifying the theoretical process of choosing this population
to participate in the study. In addition, I frequently have the pleasure of working with at least six
Black women in different capacities at my current institution. Therefore, I engaged in purposive
sampling techniques by contacting colleagues I knew met the study’s criteria to see if they were
interested in participating and inquiring about others they may know who met the study’s
criteria. Participants were offered a $50 electronic Amazon gift card as an incentive upon
successful completion of the study.
Potential participants were sent a call-for-participation email with instructions to
complete a recruitment survey. The recruitment survey was utilized to make a final
determination about whether potential participants met the study’s criteria. After confirming
potential participants met the study’s criteria using purposive and theoretical techniques,
participants were invited to attend an initial rapport meeting in which they were given all
pertinent information about the study. This approach allowed them to make an informed decision
to participate and made it clear they had the opportunity to withdraw from the study at any time.
Fifteen women participated in the study with 13 completing all components.
Data Collection Techniques
Qualitative data describe and tell a story from the perspective of the participants (Glesne,
2016; Patton, 2002). Patton (2002) proclaimed:
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They take us, as readers, into the time and place of the observation so that we know
what it was like to have been there. They capture and communicate someone else’s
experiences of the world in his or her own words. (p. 47)
Prior to gathering data, the researcher must be concerned both with gaining access to the
participants and developing a good relationship (Glesne, 2016). As such, prior to the start of the
study, participants were asked to attend a 30-minute to an hour virtual initiation via Zoom
whereby I attempted to build rapport and discuss detailed study expectations. At this time,
participants were encouraged to ask clarifying questions about aspects that may not have been
made clear in the initial call-for-participation email. This step in the process allowed me to begin
positive relationship-building with the potential participants (Glesne, 2016; Seidman, 1991).
Pseudonyms were used to protect the privacy of the participants. Participants were able to choose
their own aliases or opt to have one assigned to them prior to beginning the study.
Engaging in Identity Work Through Participant Journaling
In their analysis of a cross-domain approach to leader identity development, Hammond et
al. (2017) revealed “… effective leadership development is rooted in ‘identity work’ that …
takes into account each individual’s unique understandings and assumptions about leadership
and their unique life experiences to generate a distinct leadership development narrative” (p. 11).
Simply put, people develop ideas of what it means to be a leader based on their own unique
experiences across various contexts. While Clapp-Smith et al.’s (2019) rendition focused on how
students engage in identity and subsequently construct a leader identity within educational
contexts specifically using the classroom as an “identity workspace,” this study placed Black
women at the focal point of leader identity development within a similar educational
environment.
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Participant journaling, which was a preceding requirement for the unstructured individual
interview, served as the initial “identity workspace” for the participants. Adding this component
as an antecedent allowed participants to provide greater detail and organize their lifelong
experiences prior to the interview. It also made it easier to recall and analyze these encounters
during the interview session.
Broadly, written anecdotes are particularly useful in phenomenological inquiry because it
allows participants to reflect precisely about their experience of the phenomenon under analysis
(Vagle, 2014). Hammond et al. (2017) noted the identity work leaders undergo are embodied in
personal narratives in both spoken and written texts. Further, the endarkened epistemological
perspective adopted within this study suggests reviewing written texts or life notes provides a
greater acumen of how individuals experience (Dillard, 2010). “… As a form of narrative, life
notes may be seen as embodying the meaning and reflections that consciously attend to a whole
life as it is embodied in sociocultural contexts and communities of affinity” (Dillard, 2000, p.
664). Dillard (2000) further contended reviewing the unedited and uncensored life notes,
particularly from Black women, has strong implications in illustrating Black women perspectives
not broadly represented in mainstream educational research.
Structured lived experience protocols are often indorsed in phenomenological research
(Vagle, 2014). However, more unstructured may be appropriate when “… the assumption is that
phenomena and intentionalities are shifting, moving, undoing, and re-doing themselves in and
over time through various, sometimes competing contexts” (Vagle, 2014, p. 90). Moorosi (2014)
explained developing a leader identity is a social process that changes over time and in different
environments. Accordingly, participants were asked to submit one informal, structured
electronic/written journal entry about their leadership progression using multiple rhetorical styles
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to allow them to express their experiences in their own voices (Dillard, 2000). The prompt for
the structured journal entry is included in Appendix A. All excerpts were used to reflect on past
and present experiences as preparation for interview discussions. Participants may have also
submitted other forms of journaling in lieu of written or electronic prose (i.e., voice recorded
memos, artwork, etc.).
Engaging in Identity Work Through Individual Interviews
Triangulation in qualitative research is often used to strengthen the research study, as “…
in general, the larger the number of data-gathering methods, the richer the data and the more
multidimensional the findings (Glesne, 2016, p. 45). Therefore, the second data source was semistructured individual interviews, which also served as an “identity workspace” for which
participants were encouraged to make sense of and narrate their leader identity. Virtual
interviews were conducted due to the current and unpredictable context around COVID-19.
Therefore, each participant was asked to participate in a one-hour unstructured individual
interview via Zoom with the possibility of a phone follow-up as necessary. The stories of
communities of color are often overlooked, and the stories of Black women are frequently
ignored (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Wing, 2003). Not only does engaging in individual
interviews put Black women in the position to tell their own unique leadership narratives, but it
also will help combat societal master narratives of how leadership is portrayed.
Research has shown Black women experience similar situations because of their unique
sociopolitical locations, and Black women construct knowledge best in community and dialogue
with one another (Byrd, 2009; Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991). In describing Black women’s
relationship to other Black women, Collins (2000) posited “African American women as sisters
and friends affirm one another’s humanity, specialness, and right to exist” (p. 102) and “this
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shared recognition often operates among African American women who do not know one
another but who see the need to value Black womanhood” (p. 103). Accordingly, participants
were allowed to engage with myself (as a fellow Black woman in higher education leadership) in
these unstructured interviews, as a means of conducting identity work together. The overall goal
of each individual interview was to gain insight on how participants have used their experiences
to make sense of their leader identity. Thus, interview protocol questions were developed that
concentrated on each phase of the sensemaking process as offered by Hammond et al. (2017).
The interview protocol is located in Appendix B.
While Hammond et al.’s (2017) model was used to compose the specific questions, the
interview structure was formed according to Seidman’s (1991) standards of an in-depth
phenomenologically-based interview. In-depth interviewing is particularly important in
phenomenological studies when “… the goal is to have the participant reconstruct his or her
experiences within the topic under study” (Seidman, 1991, p. 9). Seidman (1991) recommended
a three-interview approach to sufficiently detail experiences and place them in the appropriate
context. However, Seidman further offered researchers may explore alternative structures “as
long as a structure is maintained that allows participants to reconstruct their experience within
the context of their lives” (p. 15). Therefore, participants were required to complete one
individual interview that offered a greater understanding of their focused life history, the details
of their experiences, and a reflection on the meaning of the experiences that have helped them
make sense of their leader identity (Seidman, 1991). One’s leader identity is influenced by their
experiences and encounters across multiple contexts (Hammond et al., 2017). Utilizing
Seidman’s (1991) in-depth interview structure helped to adequately capture these elements.
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Researcher Reflective Journal
It is important to understand “interviewing is both a research methodology and a social
relationship that must be nurtured, sustained, and then ended gracefully” (Seidman, 1991, p. 72).
As the researcher in this study, I rejected traditional notions of objective empirical research and
instead took an emic approach engaging with the community as an insider (Dillard, 2010; Patton,
2002). A unique position such as this not only helped to maintain a greater rapport and build
trustworthiness, but it also allowed me to obtain a deeper understanding of participant
experiences (Glesne, 2016; Patton, 2002; Seidman, 1991). Collins (2000) cleverly offered:
For African-American women the listener most able to pierce the invisibility created by
Black women’s objectification is another Black woman. This process of trusting one
another can seem dangerous because only Black women know what it means to be Black
women. But if we will not listen to one another, then who will? (p. 104)
For this reason, the researcher’s observer as participant role is deserved. Further, “… voice and
perspective, or reflexivity, [is] one of the central strategic themes of contemporary, postmodern
qualitative inquiry” (Patton, 2002, p. 299). In doing rigorous qualitative work, the researcher is
obligated to practice self-awareness and own one’s consciousness and perspectives, as they relate
to the topic under study (Glesne, 2016; Patton, 2002; Vagle, 2014). Although foundational
principles of empirical research teach us to be impartial in our inquiries, it is apparent that we
typically pose research questions according to some sort of personal connection (Dillard, 2000;
Glesne, 2016; Patton, 2002). “By reflecting on how [one’s] research is autobiographical, [they]
can become aware also of how [their] personal history is engaged by [their] research (Glesne,
2016, p. 149).
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As a Black woman with her own experiences in higher education leadership, I
acknowledge and understand why I chose this work. It is vitally important to me and to our
society. “To know something is to have a living relationship with it, influencing and being
influenced by it, responding to and being responsible for it” (Dillard, 2000, p. 673). Therefore,
my reflective journal was used to document thoughts, reactions, and questions prompted by
interacting with the participants and being engaged in the research process. Furthermore, it was
also used to facilitate the identity work I personally was engaged in as I interacted with the
participants and heard their unique narratives.
Data Management and Security
The data were managed and secured using several techniques recommended when
conducting rigorous qualitative research. Participant information, including pseudonyms, was
organized using the Participant Contact Summary Sheet, as outlined in Appendix C. Video
recording equipment and software incorporated in Zoom were used to record individual
interview sessions. Recordings from these sessions were stored on a flash drive that was
password protected and locked in a safe. Interview transcripts were supplied by Zoom and were
secured using password protected files. Electronic and written submissions of journal entries
were safeguarded by requesting that participants send their materials as a password protected
PDF. Transcripts of individual interviews and journal entries were uploaded into NVivo
computer-assisted qualitative management system for organizational and analytical purposes. All
data management tools are ones pertinent to phenomenological research designs (Glesne, 2016;
Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014; Seidman, 1991; Vagle, 2014). Data obtained throughout the
study will be retained for at least three years after its completion but may be longer if needed for
further research purposes.
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Data Analysis Techniques
Once all pertinent data were transcribed, the data were analyzed using a whole-partwhole technique typically suggested for phenomenological research (Vagle, 2014).
In short, whole-part-whole analysis methods stem from the idea that we must always
think about focal meanings (e.g., moments) in relation to the whole (e.g., broader
context) from which they are situated – and once we begin to remove parts from one
context and put them in dialogue with other parts, we end up creating new analytical
wholes that have particular meanings in relation to the phenomenon. (Vagle, 2014, p. 97)
When the experiences of people of color within the wholistic context of the US are thoroughly
evaluated, it is obvious they have historically been victimized, mistreated, and discriminated
against (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). These unfortunate realities have become so consistent and
normalized we hardly notice them in our daily encounters, and they have subsequently created a
systemic route of oppression throughout our social contexts, including our higher education
institutions. Black women have reported experiences of gendered racism that have largely been
ignored at colleges and universities throughout their progression as leaders (Davis & Maldonado,
2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; West, 2015). So, it was expected that participants within this study
would report some of these same experiences at their respective institutions. While the collected
data were analyzed from each participant, it was also vitally important to consider what the
findings suggest as it relates to addressing oppressiveness and developing Black women leaders
in higher education institutions, as well as society at-large. This important discussion is
thoroughly included in Chapter 5.
Once the data from the interviews and journal entries were transcribed and thoroughly
reviewed using a whole-part-whole approach, the data were coded using a deductive coding
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technique. While there is limited research on how Black women develop as leaders, available
empirical data has indicated Black women experience similar encounters throughout their
lifetime and leadership journeys in higher education (Collins, 2000; Davis & Maldonado, 2015;
Hinton, 2012). As a result, initial codes were predetermined using the theoretical and “…
conceptual framework[s], list of research questions, hypotheses, problem areas, and/or key
variables that [I brought] to the study” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 81). Additional codes were
developed as necessary.
Once the codes were determined, a codebook was created listing the established codes.
The codes were then thoroughly assessed to identify common themes or patterns across the data.
In her recommendation of an endarkened feminist approach to researching Black women
experiences, Dillard (2000) proposed first identifying “… patterns and themes … found in
common between [participant] narratives and [placing] those in the context of the literature on
Black feminist/womanist thought, and also my own experiences and research findings as an
African-American woman leader and scholar” (p. 670). While there is not necessarily an easy
way to analyze participant narratives, using this deductive approach placed Black women
experiences as the catalyst for dismantling master narratives around leadership in higher
education (Dillard, 2000). NVivo computer-assisted qualitative management system was used to
help organize and further analyze the data.
Criteria of Quality
Several goodness of fit practices was used in this study. After the data were properly
coded using a deductive approach, thematic analysis was used to develop common themes from
participant experiences expressed through the individual interviews and participant journals. This
approach, in particular, is a good way to address the credibility concern in research, as the data
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analysis techniques were driven by the study’s conceptual and theoretical frameworks (Glesne,
2016). Triangulation of data was utilized as a means to guarantee credibility (Glesne, 2016;
Patton, 2002). A thick description of the data was incorporated to ensure transferability and
reliability of the study’s results. Once all data were coded, the themes presented were employed
to develop a leadership framework that may assist PWIs in providing the necessary tools to
sufficiently support Black women’s leadership development.
Throughout the study, I kept a reflective journal to brainstorm, document my reactions to
participant data, record other aspects to consider as a result of emerging in the data, and keep
track of developments in my own leader identity as a result of engaging with the participants.
This reflective journal served as a means to assure confirmability. Once all data were transcribed,
coded, and analyzed, participants were invited to participate in a virtual member-checking
session to ensure the accuracy of the data and to promote trustworthiness amongst participants
and myself as the researcher. This step in the data analysis process was also used to address any
credibility and confirmability concerns that may have been present in the study.
Analytical Framework
Though there are several components to conceptualizing a leader identity across
multiple domains, this research study focused solely on the sensemaking process as outlined by
Hammond et al. (2017). Incorporating Hammond et al.’s (2017) approach to leader identity
sensemaking is the most appropriate framework to utilize for several reasons. Ultimately, using
this model helps provide a better understanding of how Black women make sense of their
leadership experiences in developing their leader identity. Specifically, it situated Black women
in a place to express their leadership stories in their own words. This aspect is particularly
important because the stories of communities of color are oftentimes silenced and overlooked
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allowing false narratives of equity and colorblindness to manifest (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012;
Wing, 2003). Thus, the utility of personal narrative and storytelling permitted the participants to
use their experiential knowledge in contesting the master narratives that our higher education
systems have produced around leadership (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; Delgado & Stefancic,
2012). Illuminating these accounts is important because it allows Black women to provide selfdefinitions and validation using community dialogue that is not always encouraged (Collins,
2000).
Patton (2002) offered analytical frameworks as an appropriate approach for organizing
and reporting data, whereby “responses to interviews can be organized question by question,
especially where a standardized interviewing format was used” (p. 439). Hammond et al.’s
(2017) model of leader identity sensemaking was used to construct the semi-structured interview
protocol and structured journal prompt question, which set the stage for identifying patterns
throughout each phase of the sensemaking process and ultimately served as the study’s analytical
framework. As a leader develops, they engage in identity work, where they use various
techniques to adapt their leader identity as they try to make sense of all of their various
experiences (Hammond et al., 2017). “Sensemaking serves as the organizing framework for
understanding the process of leader identity development across multiple domains. It describes
how individuals interpret various situations to frame them as meaningful” (Hammond et al.,
2017, p. 484). Thus, Hammond et al.’s (2017) sensemaking model and its various components
were used as the analytical framework to help frame how the participants made sense of their
unique experiences and to ultimately answer the research questions.
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Whole-Part-Whole Analysis
Before attempting to unpack the experiences of the women in this study, it is first
important to discuss their encounters in relation to larger scale issues. Therefore, a whole-partwhole approach was used in this examination. Vagle (2014) argued that:
All phenomenological research approaches that are routinely practiced have a substantive
commitment to a whole-part-whole analysis method. In short, whole-part-whole analysis
methods stem from the idea that we must always think about focal meanings (e.g.,
moments) in relation to the whole (e.g., broader context) from which they are situated –
and once we begin to remove parts from one context and put them in dialogue with other
parts, we end up creating new analytical wholes that have particular meanings in relation
to the phenomenon. (pp. 96-97).
To this note, it would follow that the aforementioned analytical approach is appropriate in
this study for several reasons. First, in using a phenomenological methodology, Vagle (2014)
recommended this type of tactic when assessing lived experiences and trying to evaluate the
deeper meaning behind those encounters. The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological
inquiry was to explore and understand how Black women administrators at PWIs make sense of
their intersectional leadership experiences. These experiences were further analyzed to learn
more about how they develop their leader identity, so this technique is warranted.
Secondly, the whole-part-whole method requires one to assess the phenomenon
according to the broader context in which it is associated. In order for us to even fathom how
Black women experience leadership in higher education, we must first remember that our postsecondary institutions are mere fragments of a larger societal structure that consistently
reinforces and maintains the disadvantages imposed upon certain groups. Thus, oppression is
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structural and embedded into our individual, institutional, and societal/cultural beliefs that
further influence our policies, procedures, and decision-making – even in our educational
systems (Adams, 2013). So, we must first take the opportunity to examine Black women
experiences in our society and show how they are related to what they are confronted with in
higher education before we can make an informed recommendation on what is needed for them
to effectively develop as leaders.
Lastly, Vagle (2014) made it clear that the whole-part-whole procedure is justified in
“routinely practiced” (p. 96) phenomenological research. Developing great leaders should be the
foundational aspect in sustaining the competitiveness of post-secondary institutions (Hammond
et al., 2017; Moorosi, 2014). I am hopeful that the findings of this study and the ensuing
discussion will be used to not only shed some light on Black women leadership experiences but
will also be utilized to show that more research needs to be conducted to learn more about how
Black women incorporate those experiences to progress their leader identity. In this light,
empirical research around Black women in leadership development should become a more
common phenomenon.
Limitations
An essential aspect of maintaining trustworthiness in research is to clearly outline the
limitations present in the study (Glesne, 2016). Examining how Black women develop a leader
identity is significant to colleges and universities and society at-large. Yet, this study had at least
one noteworthy limitation. The current context around COVID-19 may have made it difficult for
eligible Black women to participate. Many institutions are currently facing hiring freezes,
mandatory furloughs, and layoffs due to the decrease in student enrollment on campuses. Thus,
the workload for faculty and staff may increase, despite the fact that less people will be
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employed. Black women are doing the work at most of these institutions to ensure they run
smoothly, and they often take on additional responsibilities to further their careers and to support
other people (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Hinton, 2012). So, it was expected that additional work
may be imposed on them during these unprecedented moments that may have constrained the
time available to participate in this study.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
After having the opportunity to meet with and hear the experiences of the participants and
anxiously preparing to review the study’s collective findings, I was quickly reminded of what I
sought out to do in this study. The purpose of this work (and ultimately the focus of the research
questions) was to explore and understand the sensemaking process of how Black women
administrators at PWIs make sense of their leadership experiences to develop their leader
identity. While there is a plethora of research on leadership development and some literature on
leader identity, there is minimal research on how Black women develop as leaders and very little
to no focus on how Black women use their unique experiences to conceptualize their leader
identity (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Moorosi, 2014; West, 2015). This study, and its
accompanying research questions, served to fill this gap in literature.
As such, in outlining participant responses, the findings are organized according to three
overarching themes, further detailed into sub-categories, that ultimately paint a vivid picture of
participants’ articulation of how they have incorporated their unique experiences in viewing and
approaching leadership. The themes, and their corresponding sub-categories, were developed
from a race-gendered perspective in which focusing both on how the participants made sense of
the world of leadership and simultaneously how others made sense of them as Black women
leaders were paramount. Accordingly, apparent throughout all of the themes is the unfortunate
reality of the gendered-racism that frequently “… impacted [participants’] lives in interpersonal,
social, and institutional ways” (Bailey & Trudy, 2018, p. 763), in spite of their qualifications and
prominence.
Theme One, People & Spaces: It Ain’t Easy Being a Queen in this Unrighteous World,
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details the extent to which individuals and environments contributed to who participants are and
are not as leaders. This particular theme represents participants’ initial journey towards
understanding leadership from the distinct perspective of being and becoming a Black woman
leader around people and in contexts in which their presence was not always recognized,
welcomed, or appreciated. Theme Two, The Assessment of Effective Leadership: Fruit of the
Poisonous Tree, represents a transition from comprehending how to be a Black woman leader
among people and spaces and being forced to resourcefully use the experiences all too rife for
Black women in evaluating the knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) needed to be effective
leaders. Lastly, Theme Three, Reciprocal Social Support: This Bridge Called My Leadership,
encompasses participants’ acknowledgement and participation in the community of Black
women leadership and their ongoing search for support and desire to provide that same backing
to others, often at the expense of their own well-being. A comprehensive summary of findings is
provided at the end of the chapter as a means to succinctly review the findings in preparation of
answering the study’s research questions.
Detailed Exploration of Emergent Themes
In this section, an overview of the emergent themes is presented. As a summary, Table 2
provides each emergent theme, a brief summary of the theme, and the sub-categories that will be
discussed. Further, to adequately answer the study’s research questions and to continue to frame
our analyses on how Black women develop as leaders, a more thorough illustration of participant
experiences concludes this section.
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Table 2
Summary of Emergent Themes
Emergent Theme

Summary of Emergent
Themes

Sub-Themes

Many individuals and
contexts contributed to
who participants are and
are not as leaders.

Family; Church and
community; Sports and
extracurricular activities;
Educational
environments; and
Career/professional
contexts

Participants resourcefully
used their experiences in
evaluating necessary KSAs to
be effective leaders.

Intrapersonal,
Interpersonal, and
Institutional Factors

Participants’
acknowledgement and
participation in the
community of BW leadership
and ongoing search for
support and support of others
at the expense of their own
well-being

Getting and Giving
Support

Theme One:
People & Spaces - It Ain’t
Easy Being a Queen in this
Unrighteous World (pp. 133 144)

Theme Two:
The Assessment of Effective
Leadership: Fruit of the
Poisonous Tree (pp. 144 158)

Theme Three:
Reciprocal Social Support:
This Bridge Called My
Leadership (pp. 158 - 165)

Theme One: People & Spaces – It Ain’t Easy Being a Queen
In her inspiring work, Beautiful, Also, Are the Souls of My Black Sisters: A History of the Black
Woman in America, Noble (1978) dedicated one of her chapters to discussing the reality many
Black women face in existing within contexts and around people who force them to make sense
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of their world according to ideals, values, and perspectives that are not consistent with who
Black women know themselves to be. Theme One of this study, People & Spaces – It Ain’t Easy
Being a Queen in This Unrighteous World, is an allusion to this segment. In telling their
leadership stories, participants articulated there were many people and spaces that contributed to
who they are and are not as leaders. Specifically, family, church and community, sports and
extracurricular activities, educational environments, and career/professional contexts all
contributed to participants’ understanding around being and becoming the Black women leaders
they are today.
Family
When asked about how their early childhood experiences shaped how they view
leadership, participants spent significant time talking at length about how their family
upbringing, values, and teachings were foundational. Among these familial principles were the
importance of working hard, being independent, representing the family well, being honest, and
obtaining a good education. As she humoredly reminisced about the strong role models she had
in her life, Shawn disclosed having “… parents that weren’t going to take shit” taught her to be
true to herself and stand up for what she believes in. Most of the participants indicated they had
the freedom to choose and explore the paths they wanted to pursue. While others, like Kara,
expressed she was taught “dreaming big was good but [to] be realistic.”
A few women indicated their fathers played significant roles in helping them understand
how good leadership should look and indicated their fathers tended to view leadership as a task
or a means to an end. When asked to further elaborate on her leadership teachings, Jaleesa
recalled her father equating leadership/supervisory roles with being a burden or something to
take on to make more money. However, the majority identified their mothers, grandmothers, or
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other Black women figures in their lives as being the most influential. This finding was expected
as a foundational cornerstone of leadership development for participants, as “countless Black
mothers have empowered their daughters by passing on the everyday knowledge essential to
survival as African-American women” (Collins, 2000, p. 102). Specifically, participants noted
leadership from the women in their families meant joy, being kind, and helping people. Holly
explicitly recalled how her grandmother, “… the matriarch of the family,” taught her to be kind
to others, work hard, and to keep her word and how these teachings remained with her as she
prepared to lead throughout her lifetime. Historically, Black women have diligently served the
purposes of caring for, loving on, and helping others, so it would make sense that these values
were foundational coming from other Black women, especially in teachings around leadership
(Cobham & Patton, 2015; Collins, 2000; Dillard, 2000, 2016; Horsford, 2012).
Church and Community
The importance of church and community was also a concurrent theme interwoven
throughout participant responses. A strong reliance on religion, the teachings of the church, and
community were indicated as key influences on leadership development in their early
experiences. Capricorn 1 spoke extensively about how her church was the “village” that
supported who she would become as a leader and taught her the importance of having empathy
in leadership. She further indicated her faith and religion were critical to her development
serving as the “lifeline” that ran throughout her community. Amor displayed similar feelings as
she provided an analysis of how her Christian faith and understandings of the experiences of
Jesus Christ demonstrated how she should approach leadership. Based on her evaluation, Amor
expressed how she has come to realize that “leadership is not always popular” and “standing up
and having a voice when there’s resistance … or when you’re the only one … that’s leadership.”
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Jaleesa revealed similar thoughts and additionally shared how her church provided her earliest
leadership roles and taught her the significance of leading by serving others.
Lessons of leading through assisting within the church and their neighborhoods, despite
opposition or conflict, was also an expected sub-theme as Black women have historically
incorporated faith and community in their leadership even while experiencing sexism and racism
within social contexts (Collins, 2000; Horsford, 2012; Henry & Glenn, 2009). “Because
spirituality is interwoven with [Black] identity, it becomes a powerful resource for personal
growth with [Black] women” (Williams et al., 1999, p. 262). Further, it is “… an identity
construct that is emphasized in the Black women’s plight to develop a positive identity” (Henry
& Glenn, 2009, p. 9). Thus, because church and community are significant facets of overall
identity development for Black women, the influence on their leader identity development is
understandable.
Sports and Extracurricular Activities
Sports and extracurricular activities was another common theme that proved to be a
powerful influencer on leadership development. Most women conveyed how participation in
sports and other extracurricular activities, like band, gymnastics, and Girl Scouts, taught them
how to approach leadership at a very young age. In her recollection of how powerful sports were
in her leadership development, Amiyah articulated how she was taught “athletes should be great
leaders” and learned the power sports had in influencing others. Amor explicitly described how
she came from a family of athletes that helped her find “… the power of sports through
influence.” She vividly recounted how she learned in middle school sports how to navigate
predominantly white spaces and began to understand that being an effective leader meant
“knowing who else you are leading,” as she quickly realized she would often be the only
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representation of a Black student athlete other young Black girls would see. As she reminisced,
Amor motioned at the screen proudly uttering “I’m leading her” referencing the one or two
Black girls she would periodically see on the softball field.
Other women shared how participation in sports or extracurricular activities helped them
learn the level of responsibility that comes with leadership, how to lead different types of people,
and the most important leadership qualities. Torey communicated how playing softball allowed
her to understand the importance of teamwork and rejecting the notion that leaders operate
independently. When asked about her earliest conceptions of leadership, Torey disclosed:
… I’ve just always been super independent, I think, to where even when I’m on a team—
and being on a team has a big effect on a child—in my sports days, like I just thought I
had to do everything. That didn’t work, so I remember one example of when I played
softball. Since I was like eight or nine, I was on the softball team, and I would have to
pick the ball up from the mound; and instead of like throwing the ball to first base to get
the person out, I would just run the ball there myself, and it was not effective. It was not
efficient. It was like “there’s nine people on the field for a reason.” But now, I think that
leadership to me encompasses a lot of teamwork, you need a lot of great communication
skills and you just kind of have to simply rely on others because there’s no way to do it
all.
At a later point in her interview, Torey revealed a realization that her need to be an independent
leader likely originated from the teachings of her grandparents about how to “be” as a Black
woman. She commented:
I remember from a very young age, I lived with my grandparents for a large portion of
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my childhood and I specifically remember my grandmother and grandfather telling me
not to ever rely on anyone else, particularly a man. Like, so, I remember that, and maybe
that’s a part of the whole softball example I gave. Just do it all yourself, and you’ll figure
it out.
Luckily, Torey was able to use her experiences in sports to make the adjustments she felt were
necessary in becoming an effective leader. What was apparent from both her story and Amor’s
was the incorporation of family teachings and sports in this development and how
understandings around the power of influence and independence shaped how they operated as
Black women leaders particularly. Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2007) identified the negative effects of
strength narratives and metaphorically carrying the weight of the group “… as [a] culturally
specific feminine expectation placed on Black women” (p. 29). Unfortunately, and to this point,
participant responses demonstrated that sub-consciously accepting the role of the independent
Black woman and constantly feeling one of us could represent us all consistently forces the
internalization of the controlling and negative images later imposed upon us as leaders in later
contexts (Collins, 2000).
Educational Environments
The influence of educational environments was an ongoing theme as participants recalled
what they noticed about their leadership development in the early stages of their lives. According
to the women, the significance of obtaining a good education was communicated to them very
young, and they quickly realized education was the key to being successful. Carolyn-Harrell, for
instance, explicitly detailed how coming from a family of educators heavily impacted how she
viewed leadership and how she progressed down her leadership journey. The role of education
and serving in nurturing roles, like teachers, has historically been a cornerstone of development
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for Black women (Anderson, 1988; Collins, 2000; Horsford, 2012). To this note, she proudly
recounted how the majority of her family were teachers who were admired and viewed as
community leaders. She shared how the responsibility imposed on her family caused her to
associate having a good education with effective leadership and placed a heavy burden on her to
be successful and represent the family well.
Similarly, Amiyah had no problem going into detail about family upbringings around the
importance of education and the value placed on obtaining as much education as possible,
particularly as it relates to being a part of a Black family. Explicitly, she stated,
when you’re educated, you’re respected in the Black community. My dad calls me Doc
… and my kids call me Dr. Mom. Just the level of respect from the Black community [in
regard to getting an education] … like that’s what matters.
Participants’ revelations of the worth placed on acquiring an education (and often an advanced
one) was not surprising given the historical context of the role of education in the lives of Black
people and the perceived connection to greater opportunities (Anderson, 1988). Further, since
Black women are led to believe they need to obtain an advanced education beyond what is
required of a typical individual to even be considered for certain leadership prospects, education
and its impact on leadership development was not alarming (Cook, 2014; Lloyd-Jones, 2009).
Educational experiences, including those in primary, secondary, and higher education had
effects on leadership development, as well. Many of the participants talked at length about how
good and bad encounters in their primary and post-secondary schools demonstrated to them how
effective leadership should look. Capricorn 1 vividly recalled how racist experiences with
bussing and school integration during the Civil Rights Movement motivated her to later attend an
HBCU, where she could seek “healing from the scars” of her prior academic experiences as she
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progressed through her leadership journey. Deciding to be vulnerable in that moment, Capricorn
1 shared in detailed:
The pains of segregation and the Martin Luther King situation made me know … well my
faith said something like ‘you need to go and heal, so that you can be fixed … so you can
come back and be whole again.’ So, what I decided to do was to choose Winston Salem
State, out of all the HBCUs because I could go there and heal and get home. So, that
academic experience affected my leadership because I had a freedom to cultivate it in a
predominant school where there were people not just racially like me but economically
like me. It gave me the foundation for which I could then go do corporate America and
do what I’m doing now.
Rozalyn further shared how her family upbringings taught her to be fearless in speaking
up for what was right but to also be cautious and aware that there is a level of “risk in speaking
up as it relates to the visibility of Black women.” To continue to illustrate her point, Rozalyn
exclaimed:
Yeah, so I think, especially as a Black girl in South Carolina, I think that there are lots
of local, academic, and cultural conventions that try to determine the way that Blackness
and being a woman are engaged academically that didn’t necessarily align with the way
that my house was. So, to be quiet … or to, you know, to be demure and all of those
things is simply not how I was raised.
She further elaborated that while she was taught to be unapologetically herself, she quickly saw
her social, academic, and cultural experiences in education were not parallel with the leadership
ideals she was taught at home, as her teachers would frequently give her a hard time in the
classroom whenever she questioned authority.
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Other participants detailed positive experiences in primary and post-secondary
environments that affected how they now approach leadership. Jaleesa, for example, provided
insight on how her early school settings positively influenced how she views herself as a leader.
She proudly commented, “I went to Black Christian schools where we talked about Black
leaders—we didn’t have that deficit-thinking,” which ultimately demonstrated to her that Black
leaders can do great things. Analogously, Marleigh offered details about a Black man fifth grade
teacher who served as one of her biggest role models who helped her understand the importance
of being a confident leader—a trait she continues to display to this day.
Higher education experiences seemed to have a positive effect on leadership development
overall. The majority of participants disclosed their encounters in post-secondary settings
optimistically shaped their leadership journey. Many recounted how they were offered their first
leadership roles in undergraduate or graduate school and described the lessons they learned about
teamwork, showing compassion to followers, finding a sense of belonging, and developing
resiliency. Kara shared how she initially struggled with confidence when entering undergrad but
how she was able to gain self-assurance and see herself as a leader with the continual support of
her peers and colleagues.
Career and Professional Contexts
Participants provided great detail on how their career and professional experiences as
higher education administrators heavily shaped their leadership development as Black women.
Jazz shared her experiences have been particularly challenging, but they have forced her to “look
past commonly accepted leadership qualities and think more open-mindedly about the skillset
that others could offer.” She revealed how she served as an administrative assistant for many
years, despite having obtained a master’s degree, and disclosed how poorly she was treated by
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her colleagues and the peers of her boss. Despite her working in the same role for about six
years, no one knew her educational background until it was revealed at a meeting, and someone
commented “why are you working as an admin when you have a graduate degree.” Jazz
expressed how sharing her stories about the harsh and discriminatory realities Black women
encounter in hiring processes prevented her from getting positions in which she knew she was
qualified (and oftentimes, overqualified). She then commented jokingly, “after they found out I
had a master’s degree, they treated me differently at that moment … as if I wasn’t the same
person.” Going through experiences such as these has not only taught her how to support and
empower her followers and work to learn more about what they need to develop but also served
to validate her own experiences.
Rozalyn expressed that she learned her most critical leadership lessons from her
professional and career experiences. She candidly explained:
You cannot control how people perceive you, but you have to decide what, or if anything,
of yourself you’re willing to sacrifice to have … to gain traditional paths of leadership.
That’s where you want to be … but you have to learn to pick your battles.
Rozalyn further explained how the various leadership roles she had obtained showed her that
leadership looks differently for different people and people can lead from both formal and
informal positions.
Many participants revealed learning the nuances of what was acceptable as far as
physical appearance for Black women in professional spaces affected how people reacted to
them and how they made decisions about their appearance as a result of those contexts. Candace,
for instance, spoke at length about her natural hair and how it influenced treatment by her
colleagues and whether she would be offered certain opportunities. She solemnly revealed:
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Hair was a big thing. I sported locs for a very, very long time … 10 years; and then, all
of a sudden when I’m up for promotion, my locs are an issue and they wanted them
thinner. And, I had semi free form [locs] for months. And, so I kept them pulled back at
work, and I recently cut them off … just because it was time for a 10 year cycle to end.
And, that’s when I also left that particular university. I was just completely done, and just
some personal things were going on … grief…and all that stuff. And, so I was like, you
know what, none of this is worth it. I’m starting over, so I hit a hard reset.
Like Candace, various participants in the study revealed that physical appearance, as it
relates to conceptions of professionalism, was a major aspect of how they learned what was
acceptable and tolerated in the workplace. Unfortunately, this reality is one that is experienced
all too well by Black women who are constantly reminded that how they physically show up in
spaces can have powerful impacts on their relationships with others and frequently on their
livelihood (Collins, 2000; Noble, 1978). Sadly, the constant reminder of how they should present
themselves in professional and career contexts, and their often sub-conscious cooperation as
expressed in participant responses, reinforces the negative and controlling images imposed on
Black women leaders.
Summary of Theme One
The “People & Spaces - It Ain’t Easy Being a Queen in This Unrighteous World” theme
represented participants’ process of sense making as it relates to understandings around being
and becoming a Black women leader according to people and spaces in which they encountered
and operated. Specifically, family, church and community, sports and extracurricular activities,
educational environments, and career and professional contexts all contributed to who
participants are/are not as leaders.
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Most noteworthy, was the conflicting nature of the positive leadership images
participants were taught by people in contexts who truly knew and cared about them compared to
the negative and controlling images imposed on them by other individuals and contexts who
knew nothing about them personally but instead treated them according to their own
misconceived and discriminatory perceptions of who Black women should be. Noble (1978)
reminded, “becoming and being a queen—a Black queen—requires strength, endurance, and
resourcefulness to survive without much help from any of America’s institutions” (p. 310). Thus,
while participants were taught positive conceptions of leadership (how to be a “queen”) in
familiar contexts, they were also forced to exist and operate within environments that were not so
kind to Black women leaders, ultimately rejecting who they were taught to be (hence, having to
survive in an “unrighteous world”).
Theme Two: The Assessment of Effective Leadership: Fruit of the Poisonous Tree
Theme Two, The Assessment of Effective Leadership: Fruit of the Poisonous Tree, is
adapted from a legal doctrine that broadens the exclusionary rule to make illegally obtained
evidence inadmissible in court (Lemley, 2017). Essentially, “the animated principle of [this]
doctrine is that if the source (the “tree”) of the evidence or evidence itself is tainted, then
anything gained (the “fruit”) from it is tainted as well” (p. 246). Theme Two represents a
transition in the sensemaking process, whereby participants have internalized the earlier
conceptions of how to be a Black woman leader from people and various contexts to now using
those understandings to obtain what they think are the appropriate knowledge, skills, and
abilities (KSAs) to make them effective leaders.
As participants shared various aspects that influenced them in this assessment, one thing
was made very clear: Their comprehension of effective leadership and those corresponding

145
KSAs were built upon gendered and racist views of Black women leaders they had often
conceptualized as a positive progression towards their leadership development. Thus, what they
felt they needed to acquire was not truly based on their own personal shortcomings but instead
learned behaviors from other people and/or contexts. Based on their experiences, whether good
or bad, the participants demonstrated they had essentially learned how to (and quite frequently
subconsciously) exist and operate in unsafe spaces. Due to the experiences imposed on them by a
destructive and impaired system (that of society and higher education), participants used
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional factors to assess the KSAs they were made to
believe were necessary in becoming effective leaders. Thus, these KSAs (the “fruit”) they
acquired as a result of operating in these dangerous spaces (the “poisonous tree”) are actually
corrupted by the very nature of their origins.
Intrapersonal Influences
Participants conveyed that various intrapersonal factors shaped how they viewed and
approached leadership and thus influenced the competencies they thought they needed to
develop. Race and gender, for instance, were both social identities that all participants
overwhelmingly identified as motivators. They shared they suspected these identities to be the
most salient to others and therefore used this assumption to determine how to make decisions
around leadership and what was necessary to be an effective leader, specifically as Black
women. Collins (2000) would concur that this was not an unfair assumption to make, as Black
women are largely viewed and treated according to their race and gendered identities.
Shawn, for example, disclosed she learned rather quickly that she always needed to be
conscious of how she was perceived as a Black woman in leadership commenting:

146
There is a lack of a deep experience with women of color which impacts how other
people view who I am as a leader, who I am as a colleague, and so on so forth. There’s
this flattening intersectionality that I am only a woman, etc. But, I get to be diverse too!
Similarly, Amiyah pointed out how she is constantly reminded of her race and gender as
she prepares to enter certain spaces.
It’s always in the back of my head … “am I going to be the only Black person in this
meeting,” so I always have to think about “okay, who do you want to be today.” I always
have to navigate my gender and race and feel like I have to apologize first.
Having to always be cognizant of who others perceived Black women to be was a common
thread throughout participant responses about competency development. Most revealed they
often did not feel comfortable being their true selves in academic and professional settings. They
seemed to operate with this sense of twoness—showing up as who they needed to be in that
moment, which often meant “toning down” their Black woman-ness, and then being their
authentic selves among people and spaces they felt would not be judgmental of who they were.
Clearly, these behaviors were learned—they had learned how to conveniently not show up as a
Black woman to make others comfortable. A lesson that is all too familiar to Black women
engaging in contexts that are not familiar or welcoming to our culture or existence (Collins,
2000; Dillard, 2000; Henry & Glenn, 2009).
To this note, quite a few of the participants shared always being made to feel like they
had to be aware of their physical appearance and feeling like they had to succumb to more
socially normative conceptions of professionalism to be accepted and taken seriously. Many
spoke of how their natural hair or locs, attire, or piercings/jewelry caused them to be perceived in
a negative manner. Torey, for example, shared her experiences of how she believed deciding to
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cut her hair and wearing face jewelry after leaving the military affected how people perceived
her in professional settings, commenting:
I got my nose pierced. I proudly wear my nose ring, so I think that doesn’t bother me as
much. But … I do still wonder, okay if I show up to a meeting you know with my
professional dress, but I have a nose ring in, how are they … are other people at the
meeting, going to question my abilities, based on how I look. I do … I do wonder, but
now it’s not going to make me change, where it would have made me not do something
or not pursue something in the past. I’m confident in myself and in my abilities a lot more
now. But, I still do wonder about that perception or the first assumption people may make
about me because of the nose ring and the bald head and what have you.
While also acknowledging the likelihood that she may be prematurely judged by her appearance,
some participants like, Marleigh, on the other hand, quickly reminded me that she is proud of
who she is, does not conceal her identities to make other people comfortable, and has no problem
speaking out when she feels there is a problem. “I am not afraid to say, ‘I am a Black woman,
and these are Black people issues.’ I am not apologetic, not here to make you feel good or
comfortable … I’m going to call it out.” Marleigh indicated she learned early on about the
importance of speaking up for herself and others from a Black man elementary teacher who
instilled in her the necessity of having unwavering confidence as a leader.
Sadly, Black women are frequently treated as one social identity group, ignoring their
within-group diversity, thereby causing their experiences to be essentialized and their
intersectionality to be overlooked (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 2003; Wing, 2003). Luckily,
participants’ responses exposed how they used their other identities or personal characteristics to
help them assess the KSAs needed to be effective leaders. Interestingly, Jaleesa, provided a
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subtle reminder that other identities, such as cultural ones like ethnicity, can often coincide with
race and gender to create an even more unique leadership experience. When asked about the
influences of her various identities on leadership competencies, Jaleesa proudly referenced her
African heritage reporting:
I do think my ethnicity plays an interesting role because I identify as African. My dad is
from an African country … I just like to say that he’s from Ethiopia. So, a lot of times
people will see that international piece and kind of latch on to that instead of my
American Blackness. White people are really interesting, and I feel like they treat me
differently than my Black American peers. [Because of this], I always have to keep in
mind how I’m showing up and who I’m showing up for.
As she further recalled her experiences, Jaleesa explained how she often feels as though her
experiences are a bit more positive because White people are more captivated about who she is
as an Ethiopian/African rather than recognizing and acknowledging that she is also a Black
American. Her statements demonstrate the intersectional leadership experiences that encompass
more than just race and gender for Black women. Yet, they further illustrate the negative and
controlling images of Black women represented by the tendency of White folks to exoticize and
seemingly perceive them in a more positive light, particularly when their ethnic identities extend
beyond their Black race (Collins, 2000; Hobson, 2018; Waring, 2013). Unfortunately, these
hegemonic ideologies are often internalized by Black women as compliments. However, they
instead signify “… hierarchal minefields that [they are forced to] learn to navigate” (Waring,
2013, p. 300), which overlooks their intersectional identities and further objectifies them as the
Other.
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To this note, Jaleesa additionally spoke about how the international students in her office
are often referred to her for assistance and how she further developed skills that allow her to be
more effective in supporting this student population. Jaleesa spoke to obtaining these
competencies from an optimistic mindset, expressing that she believed her Ethiopian ethnicity
allows her to share a special bond and connect with other international students, particularly
those who are from the same African country as her family. She commented, “I might be
oblivious to something, but I think my ethnicity really kind of allows me … it definitely helps
me like [support] international students.”
While this realization might unconsciously be perceived as an advantage, it serves as an
exemplar of the interest convergence that many Black women encounter in academic contexts.
We frequently seek KSAs we believe will make us more marketable according to
recommendations from dominant groups. Yet, the actual pursuit of these skillsets function to
further the interests of the White supremacist, patriarchal system of higher education (Baber,
2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Gasman & Hilton, 2012). In Jaleesa’s case, supporting and
providing resources for international students would be in the best interest of the student but
primarily serves as a benefit to the institution in more ways than one. Ultimately, keeping them
enrolled and helping them persist until graduation, provides consistent tuition revenue for the
college, helps maintain representational diversity in the student population, and serves to
contribute to institutional persistence rates. But, instead of holding all staff in Jaleesa’s
department accountable for supporting the international student population, it’s easier to refer
them to a Black woman with similar identities or personal characteristics to obtain the necessary
support. Unfortunately, in determining which competencies were most important for her to
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explore, participants, like Jaleesa, recalled the significance in their race, gender, and ethnic
identities in making that determination.
Religion was another commonly referenced social identity that influenced how
participants viewed and approached leadership competencies. Many women indicated their
personal conceptions of servant leadership, leading by helping others, originated from early
family and church teachings around what it meant to be a Christian. For these women, leadership
started at a young age with voluntary church roles that allowed them to showcase their
responsibility and demonstrate the importance of leading by example and always being willing to
assist other people. Religion seems to have helped reiterate the humility needed in leadership,
according to participants’ conceptions of what makes great leaders.
Geographic region was also another personal characteristic that influenced how the
women determined what was necessary to be good leaders. They identified their Southern-ness,
Midwestern-ness, etc. as a defining factor of who they were and ultimately how people perceived
them. Many participants shared the region in which they grew up, went to school, or worked
affected their leadership experiences. Participants from Southern states, for example, revealed
they felt race was a more influential factor in how others viewed them, which in turn motivated
them to approach leadership and make certain decisions using race as a primary lens. Further,
women from the South divulged working in this region within higher education did not afford
them the opportunity to work with many other Black women or Black people who served in
leadership positions. Shawn revealed as she progressed through her career, she began to
recognize working in the South caused her to be more conscious about how people perceived
her, more mindful that not everyone has had the experience of working for Black folks, but also
showed her how to unapologetically stand up for herself. Shawn jokingly shared:
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It goes back to that dignity thing, right, like you can’t just treat me any sort of way. You
can’t just talk to me like that, you know? I come from a different environment, usually
that’s regional when it comes to other Black women. So, when I worked in the South…it
was regional. I’m from the Midwest. You know what I mean. I grew up in New Jersey, so
I might cuss you out in a second.
Conversely, Jaleesa, communicated how in growing up in the Midwest, racial issues were
not as initially noticeable to her, particularly when she started working in higher education. “I
think it was hard to pinpoint racist acts because I grew up in such a White [racial] area … I guess
I just missed it.” As she reminisced on her experiences working with other Black peers who were
not from the Midwest, she shared that her Black colleagues helped her recognize discriminatory
and racist language and behaviors and encouraged her to speak up. To this note, participants
disclosed their region played a huge role in influencing their awareness and responsiveness of
how others view and treat Black women, and Black people, in higher education leadership.
Interpersonal Factors
Participants also talked about the importance of their relationships with colleagues and
how those encounters worked to inform them on which competencies were important. All
participants identified positive relationship building, collaboration, and trust as necessities in
leadership development—all qualities consistently identified by other Black women leaders in
higher education (McClinton & Dawkins, 2012). Many women reinforced the fact that their
exchanges with their peers strengthened how they perceived themselves as leaders in the process,
whether they were good or bad. While others reported interactions with their colleagues that at
times undermined how they viewed themselves as leaders.
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Many participants reported positive encounters with their colleagues. They recalled how
their peers provided support and feedback as necessary and how they used this information to
determine how they needed to approach leadership. Amiyah, for instance, talked about how some
of her colleagues helped her to develop very strong interpersonal and social competence skills,
how she learned the importance of being open and honest, and how she began to understand that
consistent and effective communication is key. She shared:
You know I think my relationships and my interactions with people are the driving
factors of my effective leadership skills. I’m an authentic leader. I’m a transformational
leader because I build on my relationships and interactions. And these are things that
people have made me notice; I have really strong interpersonal skills. I didn’t know that
was a skill that people … a gift, let me say this, a gift right because I had it and didn’t
even recognize it. And, that’s probably why I feel like I have done so well at work is
because my interpersonal and communication skills are extremely strong.
Unfortunately, some participants recounted the negative experiences they had with their
colleagues that tremendously affected them and served to temporarily undermine how they saw
themselves as leaders. Participants were able to resourcefully use this information to obtain the
competencies they thought were necessary to become effective leaders. However, the
foundations of why they were made to feel this way in the first place are rooted in the racist and
gendered perceptions of who Black women are believed to be (Collins, 2000).
Holly, for instance, spoke about the consistent imposter syndrome she battled
throughout her leadership journey, specifically due to the harsh treatment and judgement from
her peers. She expressed she was ultimately able to use these hardships as a means to hold
herself accountable and to pursue various professional development opportunities but disclosed
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how these encounters periodically caused her to question herself and her abilities. As she thought
back on her encounters as oftentimes being the only Black staff member in the office, she shared:
I’ve had lots of negative experiences in higher education that made me question if this
was the field for me, but I had to learn how to play the game. So, [for example], I was
responsible for putting tours together so the advisors could present to students and their
prospective families. I did all the background work, but they told me “oh, you can’t be
the face they see when we do tours.” So, I went to the assistant dean and asked her why
can’t I do tours. She basically told me that “there were some concerns from
administration that you don’t talk well and that you don’t represent the College well. You
should know you don’t talk well … you use a lot of slang, you say ummm a lot, and
you’re loud.” But, she could never tell me who complained “out of having to respect their
confidentiality.”
It was apparent that these exchanges really affected Holly, as she became more emotional
throughout telling these stories. She explained due to these types of situations, she sought
professional development for public speaking and frequently discouraged herself from speaking
aloud in front of colleagues. While unpleasant, Holly used these undesirable encounters with her
peers as motivation to hold herself accountable and to seek ways to grow professionally.
However, criticism in regard to speaking competently and presenting oneself “professionally”
are ones many Black women face in the workplace, particularly in comparison to their White
colleagues and juxtaposed to socially normative behaviors around how to show up in
professional spaces (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Lloyd-Jones, 2009).
Although these disparagements may influence imposter syndrome, in detailing a similar story,
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Shawn offered some helpful advice for Black women leaders: “fake it ‘til you make it, but you’re
not an imposter.”
Additionally, many of the participants recounted situations in which they believed their
identities as Black women caused others to view them in a negative light and resulted in people
having a problem “… taking direction from a Black woman.” Some, like Jazz, reported these
types of encounters “… can sometimes make it hard to balance everything,” as they worked to
understand who they are as leaders and what they needed to accomplish to be more effective.
Many reported their interactions with colleagues forced them to learn from both good and bad
examples of leadership and helped them be more understanding in supervising other people.
Most participants referenced interactions they had with other White colleagues, direct
reports, or supervisors specifically. Candace, for instance, spoke at length about her decision to
ultimately leave an institution because she felt her team was jealous of her professionalism and
intellect, they did not take the job seriously, and did not respect her as a Black woman leader. To
add context, Candace revealed:
In my later days, when I tried to implement a lot of structural changes for those who had
been at the organization for a long time and were really used to the relaxed fit of how
everything was done, there was a lot of sarcasm. There was a lot of retaliation. It was like
teaching the bad kids. And, so that is essentially what kind of pushed me out of the door.
You know what, I don’t need this. I’ll take my knowledge and go elsewhere because you
guys think it’s a joke. But, what you really don’t understand is that what I’m trying to tell
you is going to keep your organization sustainable. Some of the relationships really
reinforced the need to be stern, strong, and to be comfortable within myself. Knowing
yourself is the biggest aspect of leadership because if you know your moral compass,
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your ethics, your boundaries—when those are continually crossed, it’s time to reassess if
you want to be a leader in that area or with those people.
These experiences reinforced her need to be stern and strong, taught her to respect boundaries,
and coerced her into seeing the importance of understanding organizational culture. She further
commented, “you have to know your worth, stand firm on who you are, and uphold your values.”
While strength narratives are typically identified as an asset for Black women, in particular, its
very foundations are grounded in the negative and controlling images that portray them as nonhuman and further increases the pressure and stress they face to succumb to unreasonable
expectations (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007; Collins, 2000).

Institutional Factors
Institutional factors also served as an influencer to competence development. Participants
provided quite a few institutional components they felt served as obstacles to their leadership
progression, which in turn caused them to independently seek the necessary skills they believed
would make them better leaders. Many felt the undesirable manner in which Black women are
portrayed and viewed in leadership caused a variety of different issues along their leadership
journey in higher education. According to participants, these perspectives resulted in a lack of
promotion opportunities, a lack of communication and information provided to other
groups/people, unfair and unrealistic expectations, and minimal resources to support them in
their leadership development.
Having to learn how to exist in toxic environments that reinforced general negative
perceptions of Black women was among the most identified challenge among participants. The
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women were very vocal about their understandings of why they were treated so harshly within
these contexts—largely because higher education institutions typically reflect the larger views of
society as a whole operating from a place of racist and sexist viewpoints that do not value or
appreciate Black women (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Parker & Villapando, 2007). Marleigh, for
instance, bluntly expressed what she felt were the biggest obstacles in higher education for Black
women:
… Hierarchy … definitely institutional racism and sexism. The fact that our institutions
really want to maintain White supremacy because that’s upon which they were founded.
That white supremacy approach to higher education is definitely in the way of anyone
who looks like me attaining leadership roles. And you think about any women,
especially any Black women, in any leadership role, how it comes down to what we wear,
what our hair looks like, and whether or not we have an attitude. And because of that,
there are a lot of preconceived notions about how we are going to show up in the space.
And as a result, it either leads to us being absent from those spaces or being admitted into
those spaces on contingency.
Given these harsh realizations, Marleigh concluded she needed to seek leadership roles, like
being a chief diversity officer, that would give her the opportunity to advocate for and support
marginalized groups.
Others noted the context of their institution and the organizational culture as perceived
obstacles to their development. Capricorn 1, for instance, vulnerably explained the “pain that
comes with the physical space/location” of her institution. She detailed how it felt to work on a
campus that was once a slave plantation and how the very landscape of consistently walking past
buildings and structures named after slave owners has affected her. Seeming to be filled with
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emotion, she further expressed how these experiences have caused her to look for resources that
“… support all it means to be a Black woman on campus” and to seek “internal strength—not
affected by external sources [keeping in mind that] it’s about how you feel internally.”
Likewise, participants, like Holly, noted because of the trauma they have experienced in
not being supported by their institutions and in being in toxic organizational spaces, they learned
to pay particular attention to organizations that do not have diverse leadership and to avoid
accepting leadership roles there. Holly warned, “if it’s not diverse, if you don’t see somebody
that looks like you … you don’t need to be there because that means they don’t support us.”
Conceding to her own advice, she shared she is now very intentional about researching
institutions prior to applying for and accepting opportunities.
Many women revealed the challenges they faced were a direct result of bad supervisors
or bosses who did not support or respect them forcing them to seek their own means of
progressing up the leadership ladder. Shawn shared that she struggled with “… feeling
comfortable talking to her supervisors about resources and/or support and it not being portrayed
as a deficit.” She further expressed she understood all too well what other Black women leaders
may go through, which has motivated her to be “specifically interested in being a cheerleader for
other Black women.” We may never see [the support],” she added. This realization has caused
many, like Shawn, to seek mentorship opportunities and relationships with other Black women
within their organizations/departments and in professional networks to assist in deciding the
leadership competencies most valuable to Black women in leadership.
Summary of Theme Two
In summary, Theme Two, The Assessment of Effective Leadership: Fruit of the
Poisonous Tree, encompasses participants’ experiences with making sense of the internalized
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conceptions of how they have been influenced to see themselves as leaders, how others perceive
them, and how they have used those perspectives as guides to pursue the necessary KSAs. Many
participants had subconsciously theorized this process as a positive progression towards their
leadership development. They were essentially trying to be better leaders. But what was less
clear was that they had basically learned to expect to exist in unsafe and toxic spaces and were,
therefore, more optimistic about pursuing these skills.
Participants incorporated various aspects to identify which competencies were important
in being effective leaders. Interpersonal factors took the form of considering social identities
(race and gender) and other personal characteristics (ethnicity, religion, and geographic region).
Intrapersonal influences consisted of considering relationships with colleagues, direct reports,
and supervisors. Institutional dynamics equated to being treated harshly within their
organizations due to undesirable viewpoints of Black women.
Clearly, the pursuance of any KSAs as compulsory were self-defined. Yet, they were
informed by the negative and controlling images of Black women leaders and the interest
convergence of the White supremacist, patriarchal institutions that served to reinforce and
maintain these representations. Thus, by way of the Fruit of the Poisonous Tree metaphor, many
of the competencies (the “fruit”) obtained as a result of existing in this destructive system (the
“poisonous tree”) are tainted.
Theme Three: Reciprocal Social Support: This Bridge Called My Leadership
Theme Three, Reciprocal Social Support: This Bridge Called My Leadership, is an
adaptation from Horsford’s (2012) bridge leadership theory, which served as an allude to the
well-known “The Bridge Poem” by Donna Kate Rushin (1981). While the Rushin (1981) piece
focused on the historical experiences of Black women as outsiders-within and the Horsford
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(2012) article extended her framework to Black women “… educational leaders in diverse school
communities” (p. 18), both works have one common message. Black women, regardless of the
era, context, or perceived dangers, have historically been leaders, uplifting various marginalized
populations and “… serving as a bridge for others, to others, and between others” (Horsford,
2012, p. 12).
This implication could not be more apparent than in higher education leadership. Thus,
Theme Three is a reference to the aforementioned sources. It functions as a component of
participants’ sensemaking that incorporates obtaining and providing the necessary support to
remain and to sustain effective Black women leaders. The theme further represents participants’
recognition and partaking in the movement of Black women leadership and their continual
search for support and willingness to provide that same resource to others, oftentimes at the
detriment of themselves. Participants’ experiences demonstrated through a sense of personal,
spiritual, and professional obligation, being supported and supporting others (particularly Black
women/people) was critically important to how they made sense of themselves as leaders.
Therefore, showcasing that engaging in reciprocal social support served to not only help their
leadership progression but that their leadership serves as a literal bridge for others.
Getting Support
Participants expressed the influence social support played in making sense of their
leadership development, particularly as it related to helping them remain effective leaders. The
support they received from other sources were key motivators in this process. All participants
explained the importance of obtaining social support in helping them progress through their
journeys.
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Most women articulated the significance of having family and close friends as support
systems and expressed how they depended on certain people to help them focus on areas of
growth and do what needed to be done to continuously improve as leaders. Perhaps one of the
most outspoken participants who openly disclosed the influence of her family throughout her
interview was Rozalyn. Rozalyn shared various stories about how she grew up “knowing [she]
was great because her mama told her she was,” but how entering toxic academic and professional
settings “did not necessarily align with the leadership ideals from [her] home environment.”
Because of the conflicting nature of who she was taught she was juxtaposed to the negative
images imposed on her, Rozalyn relied heavily on her family, specifically her mother, as
encouragement to persist in unkind, and often, unbearable spaces that were unaccepting of her as
a Black woman leader. She expressed:
And I always knew I had a champion in my mom, and other folks in my family, that I
could show up as I fully was and I knew that, with exceptions … like sometimes I would
push it, but just thinking I knew that like me pushing back or challenging authority was
never a problem.
Rozalyn spoke about how this support from her mother instilled in her the need to always speak
up and be unapologetically herself, despite who disapproves. Rozalyn’s connection with her
mom in helping her reinforce and make sense of her leader identity served as a stark reminder of
how influential the mother-daughter relationship can be in Black women’s development. In fact,
“countless Black mothers have empowered their daughters by passing on the everyday
knowledge essential to survival as [Black] women” (Collins, 2000, p. 102). The leadership
journey is no different.
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Engaging in mentorship relationships seemed to be a very popular way to obtain support,
while simultaneously making sense of how to be an effective leader. Most participants revealed
they learned what they needed from other Black women in roles they would eventually be
seeking. Carolyn-Harrell, for example, openly shared how she would constantly review the
qualifications for upper-level management positions and would reach out to women at other
institutions in hopes of learning more about how to formulate a successful pathway. She
conveyed:
You know, you always have to know who to talk to…you have to be able to reach out to
people where they are. So, like, if I see [a position] that [I’m interested in], I’m like
“that’ll be good to have on my repertoire.” So, sometimes what I’ll do is go to LinkedIn
or HigherEd jobs, or something like that, and then I’ll look at the job that I might want
and the needed skills. Then, I might reach out to … I have a friend at another institution,
she’s kind of my mentor. I might reach out to her to put my feelers out to see what other
skills I might need if she’s in a similar role.
In detailing her experiences on searching for support, Carolyn-Harrell was able to articulate the
significance of consulting with other professional Black women along her journey. Sharing
experiences as a sense of empowerment or encouragement is another essential aspect of Black
women’s development (Collins, 2000). Participants demonstrated these opportunities were also
critical in their progression to effective leadership.
Independently seeking support through professional development opportunities and
actively networking through professional organizations and associations aided many women in
their paths to successful leadership. Many of the participants indicated always searching for the
next best opportunity to make them more marketable and competitive in hopes of setting them
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apart from their White peers. To this note, Marleigh proclaimed despite her myriad of impressive
credentials, she is currently pursuing an executive coach for motivational purposes and put her in
a position to help more Black women. Her plans are ultimately to serve in more executive
leadership roles, and she believes this is the support she needs to begin that journey. Essentially,
finding the support she needs is important in formulating a conduit to be a help to other women.
Marleigh offered:
I’m always leaning towards those ‘how to be an effective leader discussions’, right, and
[it’s] less about reading a book about what somebody, usually a White man, says about
leadership. More about trying to find opportunities where people more reflect my identity
and experiences can contribute. The humility of going to someone as they help teach me
is really important. I would love to have an executive coach … who has to be a Black
woman. I don’t think at this point in my life … I don’t think I’d be ok with anyone else. I
would love to explore and have a chance to really sit down and unpack my experiences
and get feedback from someone else because sometimes I get tired, and I don’t want to
do this anymore.
Oftentimes, seeking motivation and support from other Black women serves as a safe space or
safety net that no other context can provide (Collins, 2000; Henry & Glenn, 2009).
Interestingly, and worthy of noting, quite a few of the women spoke at length of the
challenges they faced with other Black or Black women faculty or staff members that made them
question how to and with whom to garner support. As participants reflected on their experiences,
they cautiously recalled negative encounters with other Black women leaders and supervisors, as
they deliberately sought out opportunities they believed would help them progress. It was clear
they were not comfortable sharing some of these experiences but they, nevertheless, had a
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significant impact on who they trusted providing them with the support they needed. Amiyah, for
instance, asserted:
The environments that I’ve been in have been toxic. And, I’ve had experiences with
Black women that have not been positive and that’s one [experience] I think that stands
out the most. I remember being in environments where there were Black women in
leadership … I mean like VP, Dean type roles…and they were unmarried and no
children, and I come young, married with children, I felt like I was treated differently. I
feel like sometimes, it’s a competition for Black women, and I don’t know who sets that
up … I mean, yes, I do know, but I don’t know why [we] feel as if it’s a competition and
it’s something we have to be against each other.
As we continued to chat and unpack her feelings around these experiences, Amiyah candidly
commented that she attributes these bad encounters to a system that only provides minimal
opportunity to Black women. In this way, working towards leadership can be seen as a
competition that pits Black women against one another.
Giving Support
Almost all women implied they felt their identity as a Black woman added to the
perceived (either internal or external) obligation to be a support-system for others on campus.
This duty, whether personal, spiritual, or exterior, was described as an “unspoken rule.” When
asked about providing support to others at their institutions, Rozalyn referenced this mutual
understanding and commented “you don’t have to, but that’s what you do.” Amiyah added her
thoughts with similar sentiments jokingly replying, “Black women are the mothers for everyone.
We everybody mama! We’re sought out for comfort.”
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To this note, many of the participants shared being intentional about supporting other
Black students, staff, and faculty (most frequently women) recognizing they may not otherwise
be afforded those opportunities. In a very informative manner, Marleigh made it clear that “we
have to be able to advocate for Black women because our systems and structures are not set up to
help us. I literally seek out Black women to support.” Others expressed they feel an added
obligation to support due to their professional occupations (particularly in Student Affairs or
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion roles) and because of the lack of critical mass and
underrepresentation of Black women in the academy. Shuri offered her advice on how
institutions can effectively support Black women leaders and remarked, “there’s no systemic
intentionality for providing support for women of color—putting women of color in more
leadership roles is where you have to start.”
While this implicit responsibility was one many women seemed to be proud to take on,
they all expressed how mentally, emotionally, and physically draining this obligation can be.
Quite a few spent some time venting about how tiring it has become being expected to support
everyone but not always getting the support they need. Others commented on the pressure they
feel to spend significant amounts of time providing this support frequently with no additional
compensation while simultaneously having to juggle the duties of their actual jobs. Candace
aired that “we’re not pack mules. It’s time for us to share the responsibility.” Essentially, her
statement served as a plea for other groups to take on the accountability of providing support and
not leaving it all up to Black women. Sadly, participant responses to this note is a challenge
known all too well by Black women in professional spaces. It continues to perpetuate controlling
images that deem Black women as servants and penalizes them if they do not show up as warm
and nurturing with no regard of their own wellbeing (Collins, 2000; Horsford, 2012).
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Summary of Theme Three
Theme Three, entitled “Reciprocal Social Support: This Bridge Called My Leadership” is
an allude to Horsford’s (2012) and Rushin’s (1981) work on Black women and their inherent
need to, and never-ending search for, offering support to those populations that are often
marginalized. Frequently, at the expense of their own welfare and against their better judgement,
Black women have historically been known to intentionally seek out those who need help,
regardless of the emotional, mental, and physical strains these efforts may impose on them. But
what happens when they need support? What happens when they get tired? Simply put, they
continue to press on to be the bridge that others need to feel secure.
As participants reflected on their search to become a more effective leader, they made it
very clear that finding the support they needed to be good leaders in turn permitted them to offer
the support they found critical to the development of other Black people and women. For them,
getting the appropriate support came from family (largely their mothers) and close friends,
mentorship relationships, professional development opportunities and organizations, and
connections with other Black women. Giving support took the form of being a reservoir for
others out of personal, spiritual, or professional obligations that serves as an unspoken rule for
Black women leaders. What was apparent from participant responses, was they are ready to share
the burden of using their leadership as a bridge for everyone else. As stated best by Rushin
(1981), “[they’ve] had enough, [they’re] sick of seeing and touching both sides of things, sick of
being the damn bridge for everybody.” It is time for others to share that responsibility.
Comprehensive Summary of Findings
There is very little research on the leadership development of Black women in higher
education (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Further, the literature on how they develop a leader
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identity is non-existent, despite the realization that “developing competent leaders is a notable
concern for all types of organizations” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 481). This research study
served to fill this gap in literature. The purpose of this work was to explore and understand the
sensemaking process of how Black women administrators at PWIs make sense of their
intersectional leadership experiences to develop their leader identity. Therefore, participant
responses were examined to develop themes in fulfilling the study’s overall objective.
The findings of the study revealed participants incorporated their intersectional
experiences throughout their lifetime to develop their leader identity and continuously adapted
their perceptions and approaches to leadership as they deemed necessary. Apparent in this
process was the reality that as they made sense of their world of leadership, so too was the world
making sense of them as Black women leaders. Unfortunately, this often equated to a distorted
and negative perception of who others perceived them to be that ultimately forced them to
experience leadership from a race-gendered lens.
Accordingly, the presented themes, and sub-categories, were established from a place of
participants operating and existing in predominantly white spaces that did not value, accept, or
appreciate their Black woman-ness but that nevertheless required them to be resourceful in
making sense of their leadership. Theme One, People & Spaces: It Ain’t Easy Being a Queen in
this Unrighteous World, referenced the influence of individuals and environments on participants
development of their leader identity. Essentially, these aspects impacted participants
understanding of how to be or become a Black woman leader. Participants demonstrated family,
church and community, sports and extracurricular activities, educational contexts, and career and
professional experiences heavily influenced how they saw themselves as leaders and how they
learned to pursue leadership. Early experiences from family, church and community, and sports
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and extracurricular activities allowed participants to obtain a more positive and genuine
perspective of who they truly were as leaders from people and in contexts that were most
familiar with who they were. However, as they transitioned to academic, career, and professional
environments, they noticed that what they learned about leadership did not always align with
their earlier experiences. Instead, others pre-conceived and negative perceptions of who Black
women are tended to conflict with who they had been taught and knew themselves to be.
Theme Two, The Assessment of Effective Leadership: Fruit of the Poisonous Tree,
embodied an evolution from the initial phase of being focused on conceptualizing how to be a
Black woman leader from the perspective of people and places to an emphasis on utilizing those
perceptions to determine the KSAs needed to be more effective leaders. Participants exhibited
that intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional factors all played a role in this development.
Interpersonal factors included social identities and personal characteristics, such as race and
gender, religion, and geographic region. Interpersonal aspects consisted of relationships and
interactions with peers, colleagues, direct reports, and supervisors. Institutional influences
comprised of the undesirable manner in which Black women are viewed, the organizational
context and culture, and the lack of support and mistreatment by bad bosses. Encompassed in all
of these experiences was the unfortunate internalization and learned behaviors of leadership from
a destructive higher education system that was not built to support Black women leaders.
Theme Three, Reciprocal Social Support: This Bridge Called My Leadership,
incorporated participants search to remain effective leaders. Both getting support and giving
support to others was proven effective in this process. Participants indicated an overwhelming
desire to get the support they felt they needed to be effective leaders, which they believed in turn
would put them in a better place to help other Black people or women. Support came from
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family and close friends, mentorship relationships, and professional development opportunities
or professional organizations. Interestingly, the women mentioned being cautious of seeking
support from other Black women leaders due to prior negative encounters but attributed these
experiences to disparaging higher education environments made to pit Black women against one
another. Further, participant responses consistently displayed a sense of personal, spiritual, and
professional obligation to supporting others, often at the expense of their own well-being. Most
women expressed while they did not mind being a support-system, they felt it was time for other
people to share the responsibility that has been historically imposed upon Black women.
Ultimately, thoroughly reviewing participant experiences and searching for emergent
themes served as a sensemaking component for me as the researcher and also as a Black woman
in leadership. While I have stated before that my intentions are in no way to essentialize our
experiences, I realized there is an underlying premise behind all the themes and the
corresponding sub-categories presented in this chapter. I believe this principle is represented best
by a comment from one of the study’s participants. As she recalled how she has made sense of
her leadership experiences, Rozalyn reminded me “all Black women have probably experienced
some type of harm. But, you have to learn to seek lessons in the harm—learn to externalize your
experiences.” Rozalyn’s brutally candid and vulnerable statement served as an abrupt
enlightenment for me as the researcher—sort of an aha moment—where it became clear that
inherent in all of our leadership experiences is the unfortunate reality of constantly being forced
to exist, to make meaning, and to essentially do what we need to survive, in a harsh system that
was not designed for our presence nor our persistence. Yet, we continue to use our experiences,
both good and bad, towards our progression to great leadership.

169

170
CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSION
The overarching research question this study set out to address was: In developing their
leader identity, how do Black women administrators at PWIs make sense of their leadership
experiences? The overall moral of the story is that Black women are resourceful—even in
leadership. The findings discussed in Chapter 4 confirmed Black women administrators at PWIs
use their intersectional experiences in conceptualizing how to view and approach leadership.
Through encounters influenced by people and spaces; interpersonal, intrapersonal, and
institutional factors; and getting and giving support, participants demonstrated all of these
aspects contributed to how they made sense of their leader identity. Underlying in this process,
but made apparent in participants’ stories, is the unfortunate effects of existing in
counterproductive and harsh higher education environments that often made it difficult to thrive
as a Black woman leader.
Chapter 5 focuses on using participant experiences to take a deeper dive into what they
mean for the field of leadership and higher education in general. As such, this chapter is divided
into a discussion, implications, and conclusion section. The discussion component starts with a
structural analysis of PWIs and how they have affected participant’s sensemaking. This dialogue
sets the foundation for answering the study’s sub-research questions through Hammond et al.’s
(2017) leader identity sensemaking process (the analytical framework for this study) through a
race-gendered lens. The conversation then makes an appropriate transition to deepening the
analysis with an incorporation of the study’s theoretical frameworks, black feminist thought and
critical race feminism. The chapter then moves into an examination of implications of this
research framed by a revisiting of the conceptual framework of extant literature. Lastly, the
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chapter concludes with a summary of this research study and its overall significance for the field
of higher education.
Discussion
The discussion section is divided into three elements. This dialogue begins with a
conversation on the structural influence of higher education on Black women leaders. It then
transitions to using this understanding in thoroughly answering the study’s sub-research
questions through a race-gendered lens. The discussion concludes the analysis with further
examining participants’ experiences using black feminist thought and critical race feminism, the
study’s theoretical frameworks.
Structural Influence of PWIs on Participants’ Sensemaking Process
Upon closer examination of the connection between emergent themes, what was initially
not apparent was the influence of society’s overall perceptions of Black women, in general, and
how those perspectives impacted their leadership sensemaking and practices in higher education
environments. Aguirre and Martinez (2006) argued colleges and universities tend to mimic the
overall viewpoints of our larger society, such that what is learned in our larger systems as
appropriate and good are also depicted and manifested in our post-secondary educational
contexts. Thus, if we learn from society that Black women are incapable, incompetent, and unfit
to be leaders, then they are viewed and treated as such in higher education institutions,
specifically at PWIs.
Participants’ stories thoroughly demonstrated this point. Regardless of background,
education, professional credentials, skillset, etc., all participants disclosed the fact that their
leadership views and approaches were heavily impacted by the negative and controlling images
of Black women imposed upon them at their various institutions. Despite the positive manner in
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which they were taught to envision themselves as leaders from the lessons of their family and
personal upbringings, those principles conflicted with the harsh treatment they faced in both
educational and professional/career contexts. Most participants made the explicit connection to
the damage PWIs have inflicted on their leadership development, as White supremacist
patriarchal systems subjected them to gendered racism throughout their journeys. It is obvious
these structures were not, and still are not, made for Black women to thrive.
Participants spoke at length about the ideological/individual, structural, and cultural
oppression they experienced that affected their overall leadership development. The influence of
ideological/individual beliefs of their peers, colleagues, and supervisors took the form of
questioning their abilities, judging them by their appearance, and expecting them to behave in
ways stereotypical of how they perceived Black women. Participants saw these adverse
perspectives play out structurally as they expressed that institutional policies and procedures
oftentimes prevented them from being presented opportunities in which they knew they were
qualified/overqualified. Others expressed their organizational cultures did not accept or value
Black women resulting in them having to suppress their Black woman-ness to make others
comfortable. Nevertheless, forced to exist in these types of environments, participants often
adopted learned behaviors and sought out specific skillsets framed by negative viewpoints of
Black women. Not only were they making sense of their identities as Black women leaders, so
too was the world making sense of them. Thus, it was clear participants had adopted a racegendered lens in developing their leader identity.
The Sensemaking Process – Revisiting the Research Questions
While participant experiences were unique and intersectional in their own right, the
racism and sexism they all endured was a common thread throughout the themes developed in
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this study and, ultimately, right through their leadership journeys. With the understanding that
participants progressed through the sensemaking process based on learned behaviors of how
others negatively view Black women in leadership, this section focuses on using Hammond et
al.’s (2017) sensemaking model (the analytical framework) to further scrutinize their
experiences. Each component of this theory is addressed by each of the sub-research questions,
as summarized in Table 3. Thus, this analysis takes the form of examining participants
encounters to answer each question.
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Table 3
Summary Analysis of Research Questions
Phase of Sensemaking
Process
Noticing (pp. 173 - 174)

Relevant Research Question
a. What do Black women
administrators notice
about their leadership
experiences?

Applicable Themes
Theme One: People & Spaces
Theme Two: The Assessment of Effective Leadership
Theme Three: Reciprocal Social Support

Interpreting (pp. 174 - 177)

Authoring (pp. 177 - 182)

b. How do Black women
administrators make
sense of the
consistencies and
inconsistencies across
their leadership
experiences?

Dialectical Thinking - Theme One: People & Spaces

c. How do Black women
administrators articulate
their personal leadership
narratives in light of
their leadership
experiences?

Strengthened leader identity – Themes One, Two, and Three

Development of Competencies - Theme Two: The Assessment
of Effective Leadership
Social Support - Theme Three: Reciprocal Social Support

Full integration of leader identity into global self-concept –
Themes One and Three
Levels of inclusiveness (collective, relational, individual) –
Themes One, Two, and Three
Meaning of leadership (shared leadership, interpersonal
influence) – Themes One, Two, and Three
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Table 3 cont.
Enacting (pp. 182 - 184)

d. How are Black women
administrators
motivated to enact their
enhanced leader identity
after making sense of
their leadership
experiences?

Competence breadth – Theme Two
Competence depth – Theme Two
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Noticing
RQ1a: What do Black women notice about their leadership experiences?
There are four segments of the sensemaking process. The first phase is noticing, whereby
the individual observes triggering events within their leadership journey that may be similar
(connections) or different (disconnections) than prior experiences across various contexts
(Hammond et al., 2017). Research has indicated the importance of early life, educational, and
career experiences on the leadership development of Black women (Collins, 2000; Hinton,
2012). As a result, participant responses, as outlined by emergent themes, were examined for
noticing behaviors to identify the connections and disconnections they underwent throughout
their leadership trajectory.
Overall, the participants collectively identified several influences on their leadership
journey, including family, church and community, sports and extracurricular activities,
education, and career and professional experiences. All of these factors played a profound role in
affecting how they have learned to view and approach leadership early in their leadership
progression. Additionally, participant responses primarily indicated the teachings from family,
church and community, and sports and extracurricular activities showed signs of connections
(similar experiences) across all of those particular contexts (i.e., teachings of positive self-images
as leaders, continuous encouragement/motivation, etc.). While participants began to see a
disconnection (different experiences) along educational and professional/career environments,
what they were taught at home or in earlier childhood experiences did not necessarily align with
how they were being conditioned or treated as leaders in educational and career/professional
environments. For instance, positive images of Black women and specific leadership
characteristics were taught at home and reinforced in sports/community/church spaces. However,
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when operating in the oppressive structures of higher education, participants were treated and
viewed according to the negative and controlling images of Black women. Theme One, People &
Spaces: It Ain’t Easy Being a Queen in this Unrighteous World, embodies this point.
Further, participants also noticed that despite their upbringings, experience, and
credentials, ideally supposed to position them in a place of abundant leadership prospects, they
frequently were passed over for opportunities and promotions. As such, most of the women
sought to obtain a plethora of KSAs they believed would make them more competitive and
marketable. Yet, they expressed a realization that the issue was not them; rather, they were not
able to excel due to the oppressiveness of higher education systems that limited their progression
as Black women leaders. Nevertheless, they continued to pursue effective leadership through
searching for support and providing support to others, as they noticed Black women may never
receive the same resources as other groups. Themes Two and Three, The Assessment of Effective
Leadership: Fruit of the Poisonous Tree and Reciprocal Social Support: This Bridge Called My
Leadership, both encompass this noticing behavior.
Interpreting
RQ1b: How do Black women administrators make sense of the consistencies and inconsistencies
across their leadership experiences?
Interpreting is the second phase of the sensemaking process. During this stage,
individuals attempt to cognitively make meaning of the connections and disconnections they
experience across different contexts (Hammond et al., 2017). Connections are typically
processed automatically, as they tend to have become “… a habit of mind” (Hammond et al.,
2017, p. 487). While disconnections are processed consciously using a dichotomous or
dialectical thought-process (Hammond et al., 2017), people who have adopted the dichotomous
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mindset tend to approach situations from a black-and-white standpoint and are not able to
thoroughly analyze problems. Dialectical thinkers, on the other hand, are able to cognitively
accept contradictions in their experiences and adapt their leader identity accordingly. These
individuals tend to use disconnections to learn from their experiences, develop the necessary
competencies, and develop cross-domain social relationships with others to become a more
effective leader (Hammond et al., 2017).
Little research has been done on how Black women develop as leaders (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Correspondingly, while analyzing the interpreting
phase of the sensemaking process, participant responses were examined to determine if they have
engaged in dialectical or dichotomous thinking, how they sought to develop the competencies
they thought were necessary based on disconnected experiences, and the social support they were
able to garner in this part of the sensemaking process.
Dialectical Thinking. Participants unanimously demonstrated dialectical thinking and
behaviors, whereby they effectively used their experiences to take an “outside of the box”
approach to leadership and made necessary changes along their journey. While they seemed to
have similar and more positive experiences around leadership (connections) in earlier contexts,
such as the home, community, church, and sports/extracurricular activities, participants were
forced to make sense of dissimilar leadership encounters (disconnections) in academic settings
and career/professional contexts that reinforced a negative viewpoint of Black women.
The consistencies (connections) were processed or interpreted automatically. Participants
were able to demonstrate that they did not have to think about making changes to their leader
identity based on these encounters. Essentially, the women were easily able to view and
approach leadership from the principles instilled in them at home, in their community, and in
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church because they were consistently taught the same positive principles of Black women
leadership. However, inconsistencies (disconnections) they encountered when entering academic
and career/professional spaces that did not accept or value Black women in leadership resulted in
having to consciously process changes to how they viewed and approached leadership. Thus,
participants often adopted learned behaviors that did not allow them to truly showcase their
culture as Black women (i.e., through hair styles, dress, or speech) in order to be deemed
acceptable and professional by people and in contexts that genuinely knew nothing about Black
women. Participants’ embodiment of dialectical thinking is displayed by Theme One: People
and Spaces. While the negative ways in which they were viewed and treated was antithetical to
their leadership upbringings, participants assumed leadership behaviors that allowed them to
exist in counterproductive spaces.
Development of Competencies. All participants incorporated their experiences, in
making sense of the necessary competencies they felt they needed to become better leaders.
Some participants heeded the advice of others in deciding the proficiencies that would be
beneficial to their leadership development. However, the majority indicated they utilized their
lifelong experiences to independently determine the KSAs they needed to acquire. At the
forefront of helping them decide which competencies were vital, participants expressed
interpersonal, intrapersonal, and institutional factors all played a significant role. Unfortunately,
inherent in the pursuit of all of these KSAs were participants’ internalization and adoption of the
behaviors that incorporated ultimately negative perspectives of Black women leaders. Thus, the
competencies they had externalized as necessary were inherently tainted by a system that does
not value Black women as effective leaders. Theme Two, Assessment of Effective Leadership,
personifies this argument.
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Social Support. Social support was a critical aspect of the leadership development
process for participants. They all expressed the importance of obtaining the support they needed
from family and friends, mentorship opportunities, and professional development/organizations.
Further, participants used their identity as Black women to assume a personal, spiritual, or
professional obligation to supporting others (primarily Black women and people) as an unspoken
responsibility for all Black women. Participants made it very clear they felt, and others
demonstrated, this was their duty, as Black women have historically been expected to serve in
nurturing roles (Collins, 2000; Horsford, 2012). Apparently, the social support they provided to
others and the encouragement they received from others aided them in making sense of their
leadership experiences and adapting their leader identity.
Authoring
RQ1c: How do Black women administrators articulate their personal leadership narratives in
light of their leadership experiences?
The third part of the sensemaking process is authoring. “As leaders interpret and make
sense of their cross-domain experiences, they ‘author’ a narrative in line with their changing
meanings and interpretations” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 489) through written and oral text and
personal leader identity narratives. Individuals who have adopted dichotomous processing of
disconnections tend to show the strength of which they identify as a leader weakened and the
integration of their leader identity into their overall self-concept splintered (Hammond et al.,
2017). People who think dialectically are better able to see growth in the strength of their leader
identity and are more easily able to assimilate their leader identity into their overall self-concept.
They are also more likely to develop complex understandings of themselves as leaders
(Hammond et al., 2017). The narratives of Black women are often overlooked and ignored
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(Collins, 2000; Wing, 2003). Therefore, participants’ stories were observed to better understand
how disconnections may have affected the strength, integration, and levels (ranging from
collective, relational, and individual) and meaning (ranging from shared leadership, interpersonal
influence, and dominance) of their leader identity based on whether they have adopted either
dichotomous or dialectical thinking patterns.
Strengthened Leader Identities. Through their written and oral expressions of detailing
their leadership journeys, participants engaged in identity work, whereby they unanimously
demonstrated dialectical behaviors to the disconnections they experienced throughout their
leadership journeys. During the study, participants overwhelmingly identified family, church,
and community, sports and extracurricular activities, education, and career/professional
experiences as foundational and key influences on their leadership development. While the
earlier experiences with family, church, community, and sports tended to show similar
experiences (connections), leadership encounters tended to change in academic, career, and
professional settings indicating disconnections across leadership experiences. Participants
revealed having more positive and encouraging experiences when interacting with people they
know and love, while their experiences outside of these realms often led to discouragement and
harsh treatment. These negative interactions were attributed by participants to higher education
contexts that served to reinforce racist and sexist views of Black women and is detailed by
Theme One, People & Spaces.
Participants were able to demonstrate their ability to make minor changes to their leader
identity based on their overall experiences. These minor changes resulted in them strengthening
their leader identity referring “… to the extent to which [they believed they] identified as a
leader” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 483). After asking them to think back over their childhood
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experiences, all the women expressed feeling like they were a leader or showing leadership
capabilities early in their childhood, albeit not completely understanding how to articulate
conceptions of leadership at that time. Whereas later encounters did not necessarily align with
how they were taught to view or approach leadership at home/church/in the community,
participants were able to make minor adaptations to their leader identity, while still seeing
themselves as a leader as time progressed.
Despite having to make minor changes to their leader identity, all participants indicated
that their leadership experiences largely strengthened how they currently see themselves as
leaders. Many of the participants expressed the immense personal power in identifying with the
community of Black women in leadership. That did not change. However, what was altered was
their perceptions of whether they possessed all the competencies that would make them effective
leaders. Often, this resulted in some developing imposter syndrome, questioning their abilities,
and tirelessly seeking KSAs and support-systems to aid them in their leadership development, as
demonstrated by both Themes Two and Three (The Assessment of Effective Leadership and
Reciprocal Social Support). Sadly, this pursuit was largely shaped, not by a true internal
questioning of who they were as leaders, but instead by who others believed them to be
according to misrepresentations of Black women that are allowed to manifest in higher education
institutions.
Full-Integration of Leader Identity into Global Self-Concept. Participants exhibited
indications their leader identity was fully integrated into their overall self-concept expressing
sentiments that they view themselves as leaders in all aspects of their lives, not just in one
context over another. All participants shared they had been taught to stand out as leaders at a
very young age. This principle, in turn, was incorporated into various facets of their lives. Many
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of the women, for instance, shared the significance that leading in sports played in their overall
conceptions of leadership and how they were able to eventually apply some of these same
concepts to leading as administrators in higher education. The importance of leading by example
and the significance of supporting and being a part of a team were two common qualities.
Overall, participants showed they were conditioned to believe leadership was more than a
role at a very young age—leadership, instead, proved to be a way of life. Participants were able
to demonstrate they had fully integrated their leader identity into their global self-concept, for
example, by accepting the responsibility of supporting others, despite their professional statuses.
Instead, they used their overall positionality as Black women to shape their understandings
around what that meant for their leadership. This integration is represented in both Themes One
and Three, People & Spaces and The Assessment of Effective Leadership.
Varying Levels of Inclusiveness. In their responses, participants displayed varying
levels of inclusiveness and meaning of their leader identity as they detailed how they made sense
of their leadership experiences. Participants demonstrated that as they progressed through their
journeys, they began to acquire more complex understandings of leadership and who they were
as leaders. Levels of inclusiveness ranged from a combination of collective, relational, and
individual levels that all seemed to be shaped by how people viewed them within higher
educational contexts and their perceived responsibilities as Black women.
Some participants showed collective levels of inclusiveness suggesting they were taught
to see themselves as leaders for the good of the group for which they belonged—that of Black
women (depicted in Themes One and Three: People & Spaces and Reciprocal Social Support).
The unfortunate caveat, however, as disclosed by participants, is the challenge Black women
face in representing their own and all other identity groups in leadership. Further women also
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demonstrated relational levels of inclusiveness implying they were great leaders because of the
close relationships they had with others or from being empathetic to the experiences of other
people (represented in Theme Three: Reciprocal Social Support). The participants also revealed
continuous revelations that they began to understand themselves as leaders because of the
leadership abilities, skills, and talents they had sought to develop throughout their journeys,
which demonstrated individual levels of inclusiveness (as displayed by Theme Two: The
Assessment of Effective Leadership).
Various Meanings of Leadership. Further, participants shared varying understandings
of leadership as they pondered on their experiences throughout their leadership progression that
ranged from combinations of shared leadership and interpersonal influence. Many participants
revealed their various encounters have helped them realize leadership is essentially about
building relationships through empathizing, supporting, and caring for others (as outlined in
Themes One and Three: People & Spaces and Reciprocal Social Support). Other women
indicated they learned what leadership behaviors to avoid by having bad supervisors who failed
to positively encourage them and who perceived their need for support as a deficit in their
leadership as a Black woman (outlined in Theme Two: The Assessment of Effective Leadership).
Almost all participants also expressed the level of responsibility they felt in understanding the
influence they held in empowering other Black women or people in both formal and informal
roles (Theme Three: Reciprocal Social Support).
Particularly interesting was that none of the women disclosed adopting dominance
meanings of leadership in which they defined good leadership as taking charge of situations,
despite the widespread misconceptions of Black women leaders as being authoritative, assertive,
and stern (Collins, 2000; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Participants made
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no indications that they were taught these approaches to leadership in their upbringings, nor did
they make any mention of these types of leadership perspectives while detailing how they made
sense of leadership. Yet, this common misconception displays yet another untrue and negative
image of how Black women are perceived as leaders.
Enacting
RQ1d: How are Black women administrators motivated to enact their enhanced leader identity
after making sense of their leadership experiences?
The final phase of the sensemaking process is enacting. A person is involved in this phase
when they use their experiences to adapt their leader identity and seek the necessary
competencies, skills, or knowledge to become a better leader (Hammond et al., 2017). “As
individuals revise or rewrite their narratives, making changes to aspects of their leader identity,
they are motivated to enact the newly authored identity” (p. 491). Dichotomous thinkers will
likely not make adjustments to their leader identity based on what they have learned from their
past experiences and will not seek ways to increase their leader competence. However,
dialectical thinkers will actively seek new leadership opportunities (demonstrating competence
depth) and will use their prior experiences to obtain the necessary knowledge, skills, and abilities
to become a more effective leader (demonstrating competence breath). Black women have been
known to independently seek the resources needed to become better leaders and to stay privy on
how to play the game (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Consequently, participant responses were
analyzed for enacting tendencies to understand how or if they used their experiences to increase
their leader competence development.
Competence Depth. All of the participants demonstrated dialectical behaviors in which
they used past experiences to seek out the necessary tools to be successful and aligned those
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behaviors with their newly adapted leader identity. Intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional
factors all shaped this pursuit (as summarized in Theme Two: The Assessment of Effective
Leadership). As participants progressed through their leadership journey, they began to seek and
take on leadership opportunities they believed would allow them to build the essential skills to be
successful displaying competence depth.
However, the women exhibited they had internalized misconstrued shortcomings of their
abilities that often made them feel as though they needed to secure additional
opportunities/responsibilities to be viewed as effective. Interestingly, quite a few of the
participants also recalled negative encounters with other Black women leaders and supervisors,
as they deliberately sought out roles they thought would help them progress. Participant
responses ultimately displayed their journey towards competence depth was less about what they
were actually lacking as leaders and more about the racist and gendered viewpoints of their
colleagues and supervisors that were allowed to be reinforced through institutional policies and
practices.
Competence Breadth. As participants progressed through their leadership journey, they
began to strive to obtain various knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) they believed would
make them better leaders (also expounded in Theme Two: The Assessment of Effective
Leadership). After obtaining this information, the participants incorporated it into their behavior,
thus enacting what they have learned into their leader identity. Some participants expressed they
followed the guidance of others in deciding what KSAs they needed to further develop through
mentorship relationships. However, most women revealed they learned from trial and error and
independently pursued aspects that would make them a more effective leader.
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Surprisingly, many of the participants disclosed feelings of imposter syndrome, whereby
they did not necessarily have the confidence in certain spaces to lead as they should. A few of
the women revealed they had adopted a “fake it till you make it mindset,” in which they
externally portrayed confidence, while doing everything they could behind the scenes to obtain
the necessary leadership KSAs. Others shared that as they progressed through their journeys,
they used their experiences to “learn how to play the game” until they could acquire the
information they needed. Among the most heavily sought KSAs were leadership training,
presentation and public speaking skills, conflict management; communication skills, and
understanding institutional culture, policies, and procedures. Again, making an effort to obtain
these competencies was not about improving a skillset participants felt they lacked. It was more
about participating in this never-ending race towards effective leadership, which ultimately will
never come to an end if evaluated by White supremist patriarchal structures that do not see Black
women leaders as the norm.
Attending to the Research Questions: Summary
While detailing their leadership stories, participants displayed they used their
intersectional experiences as Black women to make sense of their leader identity. They exhibited
noticing, interpreting, authoring, and enacting behaviors along this sensemaking process.
Embedded within their approaches, and ultimately influencing their journeys, were the three
emergent themes: People & Spaces, The Assessment of Effective Leadership, and Reciprocal
Social Support. These motifs essentially affected what they noticed about their experiences and
how they interpreted, authored, and enacted these interactions to develop their leader identity.
Participants made evident that family, church and community, sports and extracurricular
activities, education, and career and professional experiences heavily influenced how they saw
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themselves as leaders and how they learned to pursue leadership. Early experiences from family,
church and community, and sports and extracurricular activities served as connections—
participants noticed they had similar and more positive experiences around leadership during this
time. However, as they transitioned to academic, career, and professional contexts, they noticed
what they learned about leadership did not always align with their earlier experiences—
representing disconnections.
Participants were able to process connections automatically. They did not have to think
about how to adapt their leader identity. When making sense of disconnections, on the other
hand, they demonstrated dialectical thinking behaviors in which they made changes to their
leader identity as needed. Participants used intrapersonal, interpersonal, and various institutional
factors to determine which competencies they needed to develop to become better leaders. Social
support, both for and from others, played a key role in progressing them throughout their
leadership journey.
Participants articulated their personal leadership narrative in several ways. They
demonstrated that they were able to use the disconnections they experienced to strengthen how
they saw themselves as leaders. Further, participants revealed they were able to fully integrate
their leader identity into their overall self-concept, as they were taught at a very young age that
leadership is not dependent upon any one role. Leadership is a way of life. The women expressed
as they progressed through their leadership journey, they displayed varying levels of
inclusiveness (from collective to relational to individual) and more complex understandings of
leadership (ranging from shared to interpersonal influence).
After making sense of their experiences across multiple domains, participants were
motivated to enact their enhanced leader identity through competence breadth and competence
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depth. Based on their experiences, the women strived to acquire various KSAs they trusted
would make them better leaders and incorporated those proficiencies into their leadership
behaviors and practices showcasing competence breadth. Additionally, they sought out and
accepted leadership roles that permitted them to further build on the essential KSAs to mold
them in becoming exceptional leaders.
Discussion Through the Lens of BFT and CRF
The findings of the study showcased Black women administrators integrate their
intersectional experiences through noticing, interpreting, authoring, and enacting behaviors to
make sense of their leader identity. This incorporation results in a continual adaption of their
perceptions and approaches to leadership as they see fit. Analyzing their experiences to develop
emergent themes, and to ultimately answer the study’s research questions, demonstrated their
leadership progression is heavily affected by people and spaces, assessing effective leadership
from their perspectives as Black women, and reciprocal social support.
Clearly threaded throughout all of these themes is the realization that as they are making
sense of their leader identity, they are also being judged according to the negative and controlling
images of Black women that have been introduced by society and continue to be maintained by
our higher education structures, particularly PWIs. As such, Black women administrators are
coerced to constantly make sense of a world that knows nothing about who they truly are. This
experience forces them to approach and view leadership from a race-gendered lens in which they
frequently (and often unknowingly) externalize learned leadership behaviors and approaches
from environments that do not value Black women. The theoretical frameworks for this study,
black feminist thought and critical race feminism, were used to further the discussion of their

187
leadership journey by centering their intersectional experiences and critiquing their respective
PWIs as destructive structures that sit at the heart of their challenges.
Black Feminist Thought (BFT)
Understanding how societal definitions of leadership impact external and internal
perspectives of who are and who should be effective leaders and the influence on one’s
leadership experiences in various environments is worth further investigation. Scholars tell us
Black women are not worthy of being good leaders (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et
al., 2009; Rosette & Livingston, 2012). Thus, they are the least likely to be placed in leadership
roles. Our next question should be why. Why has this assertion been accepted as fact? What
makes Black women any less acceptable or capable than the next?
Black feminist thought can help us answer these questions. The participants in this study
shared how they have used their intersectional experiences to make sense of their leader identity
through noticing, interpreting, authoring, and enacting behaviors. The following sub-sections
will detail these experiences through several BFT tenets—negative and controlling images, the
outsider-within status, and shared experience as empowerment. Further analyzing these
encounters will provide more understanding around what is necessary on a larger scale to address
the fact that the leadership development of Black women has largely been neglected.
Negative and Controlling Images. In her conceptualization of the negative and
controlling images of Black women, Collins (2000) explained society has created and
continuously reinforces undesirable perceptions of Black women that have served to justify the
harmful treatment they have endured throughout history. She further asserted:
To maintain their power, dominant groups create and maintain a popular system of
“commonsense” ideas that support their right to rule. In the United States, hegemonic
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ideologies concerning race, class, gender, sexuality, and nation are often so pervasive that
it is difficult to conceptualize alternatives to them, let alone resisting the social practices
they justify. (p. 284)
Thus, Black women are viewed poorly because of who society says they are. We do not question
or combat these narratives because they have become normalized. So, without incident, we go
about our daily routines accepting the negative and controlling images that have been portrayed
and treating Black women according to these misconceptions.
Unfortunately, deleterious opinions of Black women have trickled over to the academy,
as our social institutions have often been criticized for reproducing these negative images.
Specifically, in higher education, Black women have disclosed being stereotyped and having
their professionalism questioned because of their appearance (Henry, 2010). Research has also
indicated Black women leaders in higher education are seen as less effective and credible; and
they are more likely to be viewed as not being deserving of their roles and having their authority
questioned (Rosette & Livingston, 2012; Sesko & Biernat, 2010).
The findings of this study revealed similar sentiments. Across all phases of the
sensemaking process, participants divulged adverse leadership experiences that can be attributed
to negative and controlling images of Black women. For instance, the women described being
treated differently and recalled offensive criticisms about their appearance including ignorant
commentary about their natural hair or locs and being made to feel they had to remove small
piercings and other jewelry to be acceptable and taken seriously by their peers. Others revealed
learning at an early age about the dangers of speaking up for fear of being seen as too assertive
and how they eventually learned to always be cautious and aware of their visibility. The harsh
and discriminatory realities of institutional hiring and promotional practices imposed on Black
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women were also discussed and were pinpointed as likely causes for the lack of Black women in
higher education leadership roles. Lastly, many women uncovered not feeling comfortable
asking for the support and resources they knew would aid them in their leadership development
not wanting to contribute to the deficit mindset that is often assigned to Black women. While the
women disclosed the burden of always having to be mindful of how they showed up in spaces,
they all seemed to be able to find “lessons in the harm.”
Overall, the most commonly referenced experiences were related to how Black women
are perceived as leaders. However, rather than allowing these encounters to adversely affect their
leadership development, participants were able to use these occurrences to shape their leadership
progression in a more productive light. On the surface, it seemed as though they were able to
find ways to adapt their leader identity and make things work for the time being. But, in reality,
these negative and controlling images shaped how they made sense of and developed their leader
identity.
Ideally, they should not have to change who they are to be accepted nor should they be
susceptible to such negative treatment if our institutions are truly as inclusive and diverse as they
claim to be. Society’s perceptions of who Black women are and how they should be treated is the
issue. Those same perceptions have trickled down to our educational systems and have
influenced the negative way in which Black women leaders are recognized. While they have
tried their best to progress as effective leaders despite these images, the harm that is imposed by
this burden is undisputable.
The Outsider-Within Status. Collins (2000) further articulated the unique sociopolitical standpoint Black women occupy due to their distinctive positionalities. Because their
various minoritized social identities—that of being both Black and a woman—coincide to create
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unique intersectional experiences, they are often put in an exclusive space not occupied by any
other group (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991). This standpoint subjects them to both a complex
interplay of oppression, as well as places them in an outsider-within status. Collins (2000)
detailed the outsider-within concept as being specific to Black women and used the common
experiences Black women have historically undergone in their jobs to exhibit the marginalized
and secluded status they are forced into through domestic, professional, and educational
environments. Albeit they are invited to physically inhabit certain spaces, they are never truly
accepted or welcomed as equal counterparts.
While examples of this phenomenon may be traced back to earlier historical contexts
where Black women served as domestic slaves, the manifestation of the outsider-within status
may also be found throughout the leadership sensemaking process. Some participants spoke at
length about their experiences being the sole Black person or Black girl on sports/extracurricular
teams and how learning to navigate those predominantly White spaces taught them more about
how to effectively represent and lead other Black athletes. The majority also expressed feelings
of invisibility at some point in their leadership journey, whereby they were ignored and treated
poorly for simply speaking their mind. Additionally, feelings of imposter syndrome were
prevalent among the group. Participants revealed they were often made to feel inferior or
unworthy during various points of their leadership development, which adversely affected
whether they felt they belonged in certain spaces. Lastly, participants shared thoughts of the
burden they felt of always having to be mindful of how others viewed them, possibly being the
only Black person or Black woman in a space, and not being able to truly express their Blackness
or Black womanhood without being judged.
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Obviously, the concept of the outsider-within status is not new. However, it has sadly
impacted the way Black women are able to exist and operate as leaders in various contexts.
Creating safe spaces for minoritized groups have often been used as a way to address the lack of
comfort people feel when they are required to be in certain environments in which they do not
feel protected. I am not arguing that providing these spaces is not a step in the right direction.
However, one of the more underlying questions should be how “safe” are safe spaces?
“Historically, safe spaces were ‘safe’ because they represented places where Black
women could freely examine issues that concerned us. By definition, such spaces become less
‘safe’ if shared with those who are not Black and female” (Collins, 2000, p. 11). While it is
principally significant for Black women to have the freedom to share space with one another to
express issues specific to Black women, how are these issues adequately addressed in higher
education institutions without sharing those concerns with the entities that have the power to
truly change circumstances? Furthermore, how can Black women openly share their experiences
and concerns without them being regarded as shortcomings for Black women leaders? Many
participants in this study revealed not wanting to ask for help and support out of fear they may be
perceived from a deficit-lens.
Honestly, the bigger question should be why are safe spaces even needed? Particularly in
higher education where many institutions have made public commitments to diversity and
inclusion, there should ideally be no need for safe spaces. That is, if we truly respect and accept
who people are based on our interactions with them and not who we believe them to be; and if
we look to acknowledge and protect the interests, thoughts, and ideas of all groups, then perhaps
we can combat the necessity of safe spaces and in turn address the outsider-within issue directly.
Nevertheless, this battle has to start on a larger scale, as Black women were not first made to feel
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like outcasts in higher education settings. Our colleges and universities are, unfortunately,
another of piece of the systemic puzzle that has long plagued and oppressed Black women.
Therefore, the security and necessity of safe spaces should first be addressed from a societal
standpoint.
Shared Experience as Empowerment. Despite the negative and controlling perceptions
imposed on Black women that has further served to reinforce the outsider-within status, the
power of Black women being able to share their experiences with one another and independently
unite in defining their own self-worth is undeniable. No; history has not been kind to Black
women. Yet, they have always demonstrated the capacity to articulate their experiences with one
another in shaping how they see themselves and making a concerted effort in influencing how
others not only see and interact with them but how other groups are perceived and treated, as
well. Rosser-Mims (2010) contended:
Historically, Black women have been at the forefront of the struggle for human and civil
rights promulgating their blood, sweat, and tears with the goal of sustaining families,
communities, and to building the very foundation upon which the United States is built.
(p. 3)
Through their collective narratives of suffering and strength, Black women have created
and maintained a network of knowledge and wisdom that could have only originated from the
depths and anguish of the Black women’s standpoint (Bass, 2012; Collins, 2000; Dillard, 2016).
Thus, Black women’s shared experience sits at the foreground of healing, empowerment, and
activism for many. For this reason, Black feminists demonstrate the importance of allowing
Black women to “first … empower themselves by creating self-definitions and self-valuations
that enable them to establish positive, multiple images and to repel negative, controlling
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representation of Black womanhood” (Taylor, 1998, p. 234). These actions will ultimately allow
them to “… recognize a distinct cultural heritage that gives them the energy and skills to resist
and transform daily discrimination” (Taylor, 1998, p. 234). Therefore, Collins (2000) concurred
Black women must be provided with the space to freely dialogue with other Black women as a
mechanism of encouragement for one another, a contestation of society’s views of themselves,
and a source of activism for other groups.
The findings from this study aligned well with this conception. Throughout the
sensemaking process, participants demonstrated the importance of connecting with other Black
women in their leadership development journey. Specifically, participants spoke at length about
the influential nature of the relationships they shared with their mothers, grandmothers, and other
women figures in shaping how they have viewed and approached leadership. This result was
expected per Collins’ (2000) analysis of the importance of the mother-daughter relationship and
the significance of connecting with other Black women in Black women’s development.
Participants further revealed leadership for the women in their families translated to joy, being
kind, and helping others, which they ultimately integrated into their own leadership practices
over time. Many women shared how they were taught early-on about the “risks in speaking up as
it relates to the visibility of Black women” and how they carried those teachings throughout their
journeys. Most of them vividly recalled being confident in their abilities because of these early
connections with positive Black women role models.
Others recollected how it felt not being able to showcase their true selves among certain
people and spaces during later lifetime experiences. These women expressed that not being
judged for who they really were caused them to seek support and solace from women who
looked like them and shared similar experiences. Techniques such as these led them to pursue
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relationships with other Black women at their/other institutions, across professional
associations/organizations, and through their sororities. These types of connections typically
played out as mentorship relationships or mere support-systems. However, the women made it
clear they learned much of what they needed from other Black women in the same roles they
were currently in or would eventually be seeking.
Sadly, some participants revealed the negative experiences they encountered with other
Black women along their journey. While they were able to find creative ways to make the best of
the situation, they shared how these experiences made it hard to trust Black women truly had
their best interests at heart. Nonetheless, at the root of this conflict (and candidly expressed by
the participants), lies a systemic issue. Honestly, comments about not having good experiences
with other Black women was at first surprising and disturbing. However, as I began to more
thoroughly think about the systemic nature in which oppression operates, it became clear why so
many Black women may have had negative experiences with the very women in which they
share such similar encounters and in which the research tells us they should find reassurance in
consulting. Institutions provide so few leadership and promotion opportunities to Black women
that pursuing such roles can become a competition amongst a group that is already competing for
scarce resources. And from the mouths of the participants, this reality can cause animosity for
some.
Thoroughly examining participant encounters made it clear that the concept of shared
experience as empowerment is a phenomenon that not only plays out in everyday contexts but is
also prevalent for Black women in higher education leadership. As in many cases, participants
demonstrated the personal need to connect with other Black women who may have shared the
same experiences as them. Most women indicated this need was intensified in spaces in which
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there were very few opportunities to interact with other Black women or Black people. They
indicated they did not always feel comfortable showing up as their true selves and, as such,
sought other avenues to obtain this contentment, often outside of their respective institutions.
In this discussion, it is certainly worth noting that connections with other Black women
seemed to serve as a means to validate participant experiences and helped them learn more about
how to navigate the process as an effective leader. Black feminist experts would concur this
phenomenon demonstrates the very nature of shared experience as empowerment—Black
women using their interactions to help one another define leadership from their own lenses.
However, I would argue that solely adopting this form of collective enrichment dismisses the
often independent nature in which Black women are forced to navigate and survive. While
Collins (2000) clearly outlined the tendency of Black women to connect and draw from their
collective experiences, I would be remiss in not also highlighting the importance of self-reliance
and personal empowerment Black women also use to adapt to their circumstances, specifically,
in this case, higher education leadership.
The notion of the “independent Black woman” can easily be viewed as a microaggression
suggesting Black women are stronger and are in less need of support than other women and
groups—and I completely acknowledge that. The reality is Black women are people too and are
in no less need of help than any other group. However, it is important to also recognize that
because Black women have been historically compelled to use independence and self-reliance as
survival mechanisms, this has essentially, frequently unknowingly, become a way of life.
Participant responses resembled overwhelming notions of appreciating the independence
of their mothers, grandmothers, and other Black woman figures who allowed them to use these
lessons to independently seek leadership tactics throughout various parts of the sensemaking
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process. Many of them spoke of these experiences with a sense of pride—a way of helping
themselves when they felt there may not have been other avenues of support. While it is
important that we understand the foundational significance of allowing Black women to connect
as a means of using shared experience through empowerment, we have to remember “… change
can also occur in the private, personal space of an individual woman’s consciousness” (Collins,
2000, p. 118). In fact:
According to many African-American women writers, no matter how oppressed an
individual woman may be, the power to save the self lies within self. Other Black
women may assist a Black woman in this journey toward personal empowerment, but the
ultimate responsibility for self-definitions and self-valuations lies within the individual
woman herself. (Collins, 2000, p. 119)
Therefore, it is vitally important institutions not only understand that in seeking to retain and care
for Black women as leaders, allowing them to connect with one another is critical, but so is “…
captur[ing] the journey toward self-definition, self-valuation, and an empowered self” (Collins,
2000, p. 119).
While detailing the shared experiences of what it means to be a Black woman leader,
most women also demonstrated a perceived obligation, whether personal, spiritual, and/or
external, in serving as a support system to other people as a means of being social change agents
themselves. Almost all participants expressed having to serve in some type of support role for
other groups on campus, whether voluntarily or involuntarily. Regardless of the supportive
capacity in which they served, some participants articulated the stress and burden that comes
along with being expected to excel in their daily responsibilities, while diligently working to be
there for others in both formal and/or informal functions. While none of the women voiced that
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they minded assisting in any way possible, the need for others to share the responsibility in
supporting people/groups from various backgrounds was apparent. After all, the responsibility of
combatting systems of oppression is the responsibility of us all, not just one group (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2012).
Critical Race Feminism (CRF)
With this assertion, it is also important that our institutions and leaders are held
accountable for their parts in recognizing, acknowledging, and opposing systemic oppression.
Remember, oppression is structural (Adams et al., 2013; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Wing,
2013). Rather than it being the outcome of a few bad choices or policies, it is intertwined
throughout our uncontested norms and habits that maintains this continuous web of
immeasurable and inexplicable injustices for minoritized populations (Adams et al., 2013; Wing,
2013). For this reason, theoretical frameworks are needed to highlight and provide greater
understandings around how our institutions have remained complicit in preserving oppressive
systems. One such theory is critical race feminism (CRF). Originating from aspects of critical
race theory (CRT), critical legal studies (CLS), and the feminist movements of the late 20th
century, CRF places the voices of women of color at the forefront of analyzing institutional
structures (Wing, 2013).
Our higher education systems are mere institutions of our greater society and frequently
function, both consciously and unconsciously, according to societal norms and values.
Consequently, critical race feminism was used in this study to offer a greater scrutiny on how
institutional factors and operations impact how Black women make sense of their intersectional
leader experiences throughout the sensemaking process. In this probe, several tenets of CRF
were incorporated to include racism, sexism, and classism are endemic; challenging liberal
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ideologies; experiential knowledge and challenging ahistoricism through counter-storytelling;
intersectionality and anti-essentialism; and praxis.
Racism, Sexism, and Classism are Endemic. Perhaps one of the most foundational
aspects of CRF is the notion that racism, sexism, and classism are endemic. These specific
systems of oppression are unfortunately pervasive features of our country built within the fabrics
of American society (Adams et al., 2013; Parker & Villapando, 2007; Wing, 2013). They have
become so intertwined that we often fail to see how these forms of oppression play out in our
everyday practices and policies. For this reason, critical race feminists apply an analytical lens to
question societal and institutional policies and practices that serve to use race, sex, and class as a
means to disadvantage certain groups.
The racism, sexism, and classism are endemic principle can also be found when
examining the leadership experiences of Black women in higher education. These systems of
oppression have become so “… embedded in the structures, discourses, and policies that guide
the daily practices of universities” (Parker & Villapando, 2007, p. 520) that they are frequently
overlooked or go unnoticed and become normal practice in college operations. Typically playing
out in institutional strategies, actions, and customs, they become commonplace in our
institutions. This is so normalized that reports of racism and sexism are frequently discounted
and unheeded when reported by Black women faculty and staff (Davis & Maldonado, 2015;
Henry & Glenn, 2009; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; West, 2015). This unfortunate reality has led
many of them searching for coping mechanisms to deal with their negative encounters instead of
reporting their experiences to the appropriate authorities to have them properly addressed
(Marbley et al., 2010).

199
Participant responses in this study revealed similar sentiments. Throughout the
sensemaking process, the women demonstrated they had been subject to some form of racism
and/or sexism during their time in higher education settings. All of the women overwhelmingly
expressed their race and/or gender affected how they viewed and approached leadership.
Particularly because those social identities were regarded as most salient, participants shared
they were more mindful of how others might view them and how they needed to be more
purposeful in how they navigated certain spaces. Many of the women spoke about racist
language and behaviors they experienced during their interactions with White colleagues and
supervisors. A few participants detailed sexist language and actions they were subjected to by
their men superiors or peers, including but not limited to acts of sexual harassment. Most
discussed not being comfortable displaying their true selves and being made to feel as though
they had to “tone down” their Blackness or Black woman-ness. Many participants specifically
spoke about discriminatory hiring and promoting practices that prevented them from being
offered and obtaining roles in which they felt they were overqualified. None of the women
described classism as a significant influencer of how they viewed leadership. However, a few
participants noted this may be a result of their social class not being as prominent as their race
and gender, as well as the fact that their parents had taught them not to openly discuss personal
details like salary and financial upbringings in professional settings.
Henry and Glenn (2009) offered that “… Black women have demonstrated a great deal of
resiliency despite being hidden behind the tripartite-layered veil of persecution that is the result
of their race, gender, and class” (p. 2). Participant responses indicated no different—despite the
racism and sexism they have encountered, the women adopted learned behaviors or approaches
to leadership to help them survive in these environments. In my conversations with participants,
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most of them specifically or subliminally alluded to the fact that their encounters helped them
become experts in learning “lessons from the harm” they had endured throughout their
leadership journey. While it may seem admirable that they were able to make lemonade out of
lemons, the next question that should follow is why is this necessary? Why should a specific
group be subjected to such negative situations and be forced to somehow independently translate
them into something useful?
Again, the problem originated within our society and has trickled down to our higher
education institutions. Society has taught us Black women do not deserve to be leaders (Collins,
2000; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Henry & Glenn, 2009). This reality continues to play out in
discriminatory hiring and promotion practices that limit opportunities for Black women in
addition to the negative treatment of Black women leaders that cause them to depart from their
positions or institutions. “Underlying and perpetuating these oppressive conditions are the
interrelated global obstacles of systemic racism and lack of a critical mass, especially at
predominantly White institutions (PWIs)” (Henry & Glenn, 2009, p. 1), that make it easier for
these systems of oppression to operate and negatively impact Black women leaders.
Challenging Liberal Ideologies. The need to challenge liberal ideologies is another
component of CRF that can be used in this study to further explore the leadership journey of
Black women. This concept requires a probe of the neutrality and color-blindness of US doctrine
in highlighting imperfections in liberalism and ideas around meritocracy (Delgado & Stefancic,
2012; Parker & Villapando, 2007). Liberalists defend the perceived neutrality in US law
claiming its color-blindness and equality for all groups. Critical race feminists challenge these
notions and helps us understand more about how cultural and racial differences are not
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adequately depicted in our laws or policies hindering fairness and equality for minoritized groups
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).
Unfortunately, the reality is this same ideal is celebrated and encouraged in our higher
education institutions. The meritocracy myth, or achievement ideology, is heavily embedded in
American culture and often displays itself as the idea that with hard work, everyone has the exact
same opportunity to accomplish their goals (Lloyd-Jones, 2009). Specifically, if you work hard
and do great in school, your pursuit and obtainment of the American dream is undeniable.
However, this does not represent the truth for some people, including Black women. How is the
meritocracy myth upheld when you get an exceptional education and graduate from prestigious
institutions, yet still face discrimination and are not afforded the “equal opportunities” readily
available to other people/groups? The meritocracy ideology then becomes but a parable—not
rooted in actual truth nor grounded in the experiences of diverse groups. Sadly, this is the reality
many Black women face when their diligence and dedication are overshadowed by their race and
gender causing stellar achievements to serve as proverbial trophies instead of actual equalizers
(Cook, 2014; Henry & Glenn, 2009; Lloyd-Jones, 2009).
To this note, the women in this study demonstrated mere hard work, success, and triumph
does not always level the playing field. Many participants expressed how as a young child they
could remember being taught the value of hard work and in obtaining a good education that
served as motivators to achieve all they could to be successful leaders. This journey frequently
resulted in striving to be the best athlete, obtaining advanced degrees, working while also
pursuing their education, and taking on various unpaid and voluntary responsibilities to enhance
their resumé. A few participants detailed their experiences possessing the necessary education
and experience or being over-qualified for certain roles only to have them being given to less

202
qualified White men or women. Interestingly, quite a few women divulged having developed
imposter syndrome throughout their leadership progression that, in some cases, resulted from
knowingly having the necessary credentials to obtain opportunities but still being overlooked.
Clearly, effects of the meritocracy myth were displayed in this study, which requires us to
ask more probing questions around leveling the playing field for Black women leaders in higher
education. Lloyd-Jones (2009) described the duality that Black women administrators
experience, whereby their accomplishments are plentiful but are heavily outweighed by the
barriers to their success. Cook (2014) disclosed the tendency of White women being assessed
based on their skills and credentials, while Black women are evaluated by their social identities.
For these reasons, we must continue to question and contest societal perceptions of who Black
women leaders are and learn more about the support they need to be the leaders they aspire to be.
Experiential Knowledge and Challenging Ahistoricism through CounterStorytelling. Another commonly applied CRF tenet is experiential knowledge. Critical race
feminists make it clear that personal stories and narratives are vital in contesting both blatant and
subtle forms of oppression (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). We all have a responsibility in battling
systemic oppression—a critical part in this obligation is allowing minoritized populations, in
particular, the opportunity to tell their stories. But, it makes sense, right? How else can we focus
on truly addressing these issues if we do not allow the people experiencing them to speak and tell
us what is truly needed to resolve them? Yosso (2005) cleverly provided articulations of the
cultural wealth communities of color can offer in this pursuit.
Racism and its intersections with other forms of subordination shape the experiences of
People of Color very differently than Whites …. [Thus, we are required] to continue to
expand this dialogue to recognize the ways in which our struggles for social justice are
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limited by discourses that omit and thereby silence the multiple experiences of People of
Color. (p. 73)
Consequently, we must focus on a centrality of experiential knowledge and counter-storytelling,
whereby our focus is on welcoming the experiences of these populations and regarding the
realities they have to share as authentic, applicable, and essential (Yosso, 2005). Only then can
the master narratives that society portrays realistically be tested.
Davis and Maldonado (2015) declared there is very little research on the influence of race
and gender on the leadership progression of Black women in higher education. However, the
literature available explicitly details the unique experiences Black women encounter in
leadership due to possessing multiple-subordinated identities. These women are typically met
with more negative leadership experiences when compared to their Black and White counterparts
(Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; West, 2015). Therefore, the experiential
knowledge and counter-storytelling of Black women leaders are both necessary and appropriate
in offering a deeper conception of how the intersections of various identities affect leadership
experiences and to combat societal master narratives of fairness and equality often portrayed in
higher education contexts (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009; West, 2015).
The importance of incorporating experiential knowledge and counter-storytelling proved
to be particularly important in this study. The participants were able to demonstrate the
significance of using personal narrative and past experiences in helping them to not only make
sense of their leader identity but in also aiding them through the progression of their leadership
journey. Stories of family, childhood, and community values and lessons, that oftentimes did not
align with the leadership ideals displayed in more public contexts, seemed to be an
overwhelming influence in helping the women become cognizant of what they needed to do and
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understand to be great leaders. Specifically, many women spoke in detail about how earlier
familial teachings of what it meant to be a Black woman leader helped them to contest negative
perceptions of who Black women are perceived to be and what they are capable of in academic
and professional settings.
Most women also shared how they were able to use the stories and experiences provided
by other women in their lives to obtain the necessary tools to be successful. When asked about
the value of offering personal narrative to institutions looking to support Black women leaders in
higher education, the consensus was that these stories are both critical and invaluable. Many
women referenced the systemic nature of higher education in reinforcing the negative viewpoints
of Black women and not providing the proper support. They offered allowing them to openly tell
their stories as experts in helping to address these issues.
Clearly, the art of storytelling and being able to reference and incorporate past
experiences are vitally important in how Black women make sense of who they are and who they
believe they need to be as effective leaders. This study confirmed Black women have a lot to say
about their own leadership—if we allow them. The women in this work were more than willing
to explicitly share their stories and how they had to strategically utilize their experiences, along
with those of other women, to mold themselves into great leaders. From their narratives, it was
apparent that, many times, these accounts were all they felt they had.
Seeing how open the participants were to not only share their stories but to also offer help
toward an issue they did not cause and that constantly inflicts harm on them reinforced for me
who Black women really are. The caring and nurturing beings society has always forced us to
be—even in times of conflict and despair (Collins, 2000; Horsford, 2012). Yet, institutions will
not recognize the value in their narratives without putting Black women in a place to both
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articulate and legitimize their experiences (Collins, 2000; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Yosso,
2005). But the expedition starts with genuinely consulting Black women (Collins, 2000).
Intersectionality and Anti-Essentialism. Intersectionality and anti-essentialism are also
prominent concepts used by critical race feminists in analyzing the experiences of women of
color. Scholars like Crenshaw (1991), in particular, made the argument that we all are positioned
at the intersections of many social categories that cause us to be both privileged and oppressed
and those identities are inextricable. One’s intersectional identities, the combination of race,
gender, and other social identities, combine to create a unique set of experiences (Crenshaw,
1991; Wing, 2003). These intersectional identities also merge sustaining a complex web of
discrimination, oppression, and privilege.
Some minoritized groups, such as Black women, are drastically disadvantaged due to
possessing multiple-subordinated identities that place them at the margins of society (Collins,
2000; Crenshaw, 1991). Because they cannot exist separately as a Black person and then as a
woman, Black women are often posed with challenges and barriers not experienced by any other
group. This unfortunate reality has created a standpoint, a socio-political positionality, that only
Black women occupy. Collins (2000) further argued this inimitable position results in Black
women sharing common encounters not experienced, nor understood, by other people. While this
sharing of mutual experiences is evident, it is also important that those interactions are not
essentialized to suggest there is one “Black woman experience” (Wing, 2003).
As a participant in the study sharply reminded me, “[Black women] get to be diverse
too.” This statement rings true even in higher education. Not all Black women leaders have
reported having the exact same experiences. Although limited, the literature available on Black
women leaders in collegiate spaces make it clear higher education can, indeed, be a toxic
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environment—for most (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie, 2009). However, some Black
women have detailed the positive leadership experiences they have undergone in higher
education. Proud feelings of being a part of a unique social group, more equal opportunity,
sponsored resources, and a sense of strength, independence, and confidence were among the
positive feelings disclosed (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015).
Likewise, findings of this study indicated participants did share mostly mutual
experiences. The women demonstrated family, community, church, and extracurricular
activities/sports played a key role in helping them make sense of their leader identity. Further,
interactions in these contexts represented more positive leadership experiences. While, generally,
encounters in academic, professional, and career contexts did not prove to be as encouraging,
each woman was able to add some type of unique experience that introduced a fresh perspective
to the study. As participant responses were analyzed, it became evident that no two women’s
leadership experiences were exactly the same, nor did they all interpret or make sense of them in
the exact same way. Particularly, other intersecting identities, such as religion, ethnicity, and
geographic region, seemed to also affect participant experiences, approach, and
conceptualizations of leadership.
“While respondents certainly acknowledged influences of race and gender, they rejected
essentialist definitions and limitations to their leadership” (Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007, p. 132).
So, while there were some very common leadership experiences, there were also accompanying
ones very unique and specific to the woman sharing her story. This outcome makes it clear that
one-size-fits all approaches to leadership development is not the key to efficiently supporting
Black women in their journeys.
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Praxis. It is clear “universities and colleges do not mind spending millions of dollars on
effective leaders,” primarily as a means to accomplish organizational goals and remain
competitive in the field of higher education (Wang & Berger, 2010, p. 3). However, attempts
toward this end are pointless if this mission does not include understanding what is truly needed
to progress leaders from diverse backgrounds and then using this information to genuinely garner
an environment of change. Colleges and universities are making a more rigorous effort to recruit
and hire diverse leadership (Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). Yet, the disparities imposed by the
oppressive structures that play out in our daily institutional policies and procedures create
barriers to sufficient development for minoritized leadership populations.
The institution’s role in developing and sustaining great leaders is undeniable. Yet, we all
have a responsibility in challenging the oppressive systems within our educational contexts that
often make it unbearable for diverse leaders to operate, let alone thrive. To this note critical race
feminists wholeheartedly embrace the idea of praxis—the notion that each and every one of us
have an individual obligation in seeking the knowledge to combat systems that disadvantage
minoritized groups and then actively using that information to engage in plausible solutions for
change (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Mack, 1995; Stovall, 2016; Wing, 2003).
The concept of praxis has often been incorporated in taking an in-depth look at what is
needed to address the issues Black women leaders are faced with in higher education. This
action-based approach forces us to first ask questions about what and how Black women
experience as leaders and then use this understanding to inform our praxis in support of Black
women’s leadership development. While literature on this topic is scant at best, the available
research has demonstrated unique narratives ripe with stories of racism, sexism, discrimination,
and harsh treatment frequently served to stifle the leadership trajectory of Black women in higher
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education (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al., 2009). Therefore, in our path towards
praxis, the primary question should be: What can be done to address the issues that they face,
while combatting the reality of an ongoing and systemic oppression against them?
While detailing their experiences, the women in this study made both subtle and
advertent calls for the need of praxis in support of their leadership progression in higher
education. When asked about the work they do as Black women administrators (in both practical
and symbolic terms) and what that function means to them specifically, many of the women
disclosed the positive implications of their efforts using descriptors, such as it being motivating
and impactful in their own growth; it creating space for the existence and development of others
with similar backgrounds; and it being valuable and influential in improving the overall
operations of the institution. Most notable in these revelations were both their understandings of
the necessity and value of their work as a basis for institutional and social change juxtaposed by
the reality of the exhaustion and burden doing this work in unwelcoming and unresponsive
spaces posed. Participants revealed a variety of causes for their enervation and incumbrance.
Among these sources were unrealistic/unfair expectations imposed on them to perform their
duties and/or support other minoritized groups; perceived obligations (both internal and external)
in being champions for social justice initiatives; and being compelled to function in
organizational and departmental cultures that do not understand, respect, or accommodate the
experiences of Black women. Overall, participants insinuated they hoped sharing their narratives
would be instrumental in holding institutions accountable in incorporating their unique
experiences and adopting action-based approaches to supporting their leadership development.
Speaking to the women in this study made several things apparent. The most profound
realization is we all play a part in combatting systems of oppression. I honestly approached this
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project with a sense of personal obligation, a private responsibility, to somewhat level the
playing field for Black women leaders in higher education—simply, but no less important,
because of my own intimate connection to this population. This makes sense though. “Since
many of us come from disenfranchised communities of color, we feel compelled to ‘look to the
bottom,’ to involve ourselves in the development of solutions to our people’s problems” (Wing,
2003, p. 6). However, despite internal and external pressures to solve the problems of Black
women leaders, because I am a Black woman, it is important to understand the burden should not
be on any one person to reach this goal. We all have a responsibility in addressing social justice
issues, including as it applies to the leadership development of Black women administrators. We
have to remember people operate our institutions, including colleges and universities. Thus,
institutional policies, procedures, and practices carry no weight without the people to introduce,
implement, and maintain them. So, real praxis starts with each and every one of us—with our
own internal perceptions and feelings toward people and how we choose to react to and support
them.
The responsibility of institutional leadership in spearheading this initiative is undeniable.
Most of what is accomplished in higher education contexts could not be as fruitful without the
support and vision of its leadership. Wang and Berger (2010) argued “… the rise or fall of a
nation depends on its leadership” (p. 3). Further:
Good leadership causes the right kind of change needed in a society or in higher
education. Without the right kind of change, a country or a university is bound to lag
behind. Leaders of all levels have some common duties and responsibilities; they are
expected to formulate a vision and above all prescribe structure and directions for
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followers. In higher education, policies are made based on leaders’ vision or blueprint. (p.
3)
Therefore, real change toward supporting Black women in their leadership progression starts
with our institution’s leadership. So, institutions must ask themselves: Who are we placing in
positions of power and what are their motives and values; and are they capable of supporting all
people? Participants in this study helped me to realize it is not enough to just ask Black women
leaders about their encounters. Rather, holding university leadership accountable in listening to
their stories and incorporating their unique experiences in institutional policies, practices, and
procedures is critical in advocating for their leadership development.
Revisiting the Conceptual Framework
Prior to conducting this research study, I provided a conceptual framework in Chapter 2,
the “Literature Review”) as a means to clearly illustrate what the literature might be missing on
Black women leadership development in higher education. Upon reviewing the extant literature
on this topic, it quickly became apparent that foundational leadership theory and traditional
conceptions of leadership were not sufficient to provide an adequate analysis of how Black
women develop as leaders. While institutions spend significant time and countless resources on
recruiting and developing top talent in order to remain relevant and competitive, they tend to
incorporate outdated leadership theory, practice, and training that do not truly account for the
diversity of today’s population of leadership (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Hammond et al., 2017;
Moorosi, 2014). Focusing on the leadership development of diverse groups is critically important
(Moorosi, 2014). However, an intersectional approach to understanding the unique experiences
of these populations and how they develop a leader identity are among the initial steps in this
process. Moorosi (2014) further reiterated, “… focusing on a single dimension of difference is
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essentially inadequate, as various dimensions of a person’s identity impact on each other and
have a combined influence on the individual” (p. 793).
As higher education institutions continuously seek to diversify their campuses and foster
a more inclusive environment, Black women administrators are being offered more leadership
roles to aid in this effort (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). However, a problem is apparent in that
colleges and universities know very little about how Black women develop as leaders nor do
they take the initiative to obtain more understanding around the unique experiences that
influence this progression. Literature on the topic is scant at best, and research on how Black
women make sense of their leader identity is non-existent at the least. Thus, a more thorough
examination is warranted that focuses on leadership development and leader identity from the
lens of Black women leaders in higher education.
Available research has apparently provided some information on the aspects that are
critically important to how Black women develop as leaders, but it does not offer any insight on
how they use these components to develop and make sense of their leader identity. Yet, scholars
have demonstrated “… effective leadership development is rooted in identity work, [as] … an
identity-based approach takes into account each individual’s unique understandings and
assumptions about leadership and their unique life experiences to generate a unique leadership
development narrative” (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019, p. 11). It should follow then that an
intersectional exploration of leadership development with a specific focus on leader identity is
warranted for Black women administrators in higher education.
In a pursuit to bring the contributions of this study to fruition, a revisiting of the
conceptual framework originally presented in Chapter 2 was necessary. Prior to this study,
existent research has revealed factors such as context, organizational culture, social relationships,
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self-awareness, and conceptions of leadership are all key factors in the leadership development
of Black women administrators in higher education (Bass, 2012; Collins, 2000; Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; Hinton, 2012; McClinton & Dawkins, 2012; West, 2015; Wolfe & Dilworth,
2015). These assertations were also confirmed in this research study. All of the women
disclosed, to some extent, these types of elements shaped their leadership journey. However,
what was missing from this discussion is how Black women use their unique intersectional
experiences throughout these dynamics to make sense of their leader identity, which serves as a
pertinent aspect of their leadership progression (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al., 2017;
Moorosi, 2014).
Fortunately, this research study offered just that. The overarching research question this
work sought to address was: In developing their leader identity, how do Black women
administrators at PWIs make sense of their intersectional leadership experiences? Concisely, the
participants revealed the resourceful nature in which they used their overall intersectional
encounters throughout their lifetime to make sense of their leader identity. Participants from this
study were able to demonstrate that incorporating their intersectional experiences through
noticing, interpreting, authoring, and enacting behaviors served as the primary means through
which they were able to make sense of their leader identity. This sensemaking process served as
a cyclical and recurrent procedure in which each component reinforced the other, as predicted by
Hammond et al.’s (2017) model.
Further, integrating theoretical frameworks, such as black feminist thought and critical
race feminism, were foundational in further framing this discussion to aid in understanding the
complexities of their experiences. Participant narratives uncovered that while they spent
significant time throughout their journey making sense of the world of leadership from the
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unique lens of Black women perspectives, so too was the world (including their institutions)
making sense of them as Black women leaders. This sensemaking process resulted in a revolving
door of participants continuously being subjected to the racism, sexism, and classism PWIs
frequently reinforce. Unfortunately, experiencing this constant oppression forced the women to
adopt both conscious and subconscious learned behaviors and attitudes towards leadership
shaped by White supremist patriarchal structures. Essentially, existing in these destructive spaces
influenced their interactions, expectations, self-confidence, and how they garnered support.
So, why is this work so instrumental in furthering the discourse of Black women
leadership development in higher education, specifically at PWIs? The findings from participant
experiences and these relevant theoretical structures are necessary in conceptualizing “An
Intersectional Model of Leader Identity Sensemaking across for Black Women Administrators at
PWIs.” The pictorial representation of this framework is modeled in Figure 3. What has been
demonstrated by the analysis provided in this research study is solely pinpointing the leadership
experiences of Black women administrators is critically important but is not sufficient in
adequately understanding how they develop as leaders. One must also be able to truly understand
how they use their unique experiences throughout their lifetime to develop and make sense of
their leader identity, which provides more of a complete picture of how they develop as leaders.
Additionally, we also have to be intentional in considering how this development has been
shaped by the oppressions Black women experience in higher education contexts, as these
environments were not meant for them to thrive.
While reflecting on the findings of this study and incorporating what has been
demonstrated by integrating relevant theoretical frameworks, I have “… propose[d] a theory of
leader development that captures both the process and the content of leader development through
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cross-domain experiences” (Hammond et al., 2017, p. 481), specifically for Black women
administrators at PWIs. Prior to this study, such a structure did not exist. Thus, this work is both
important and necessary. Until colleges and universities are genuinely willing and able to capture
and incorporate the complex journey of how Black women experience leadership into their
trajectories, making a commitment to sufficiently support all its leaders is impractical.
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Figure 3
An Intersectional Model of Leader Identity Sensemaking for Black Women Administrators at
PWIs
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Implications
Much like Hammond et al.’s (2017) theory of leader development, “the most notable
contribution of [this hermeneutic phenomenological study] lies in meeting the primary goal of
[my work]” (p. 493): to explore and understand the sensemaking process of how Black women
administrators at PWIs make sense of their intersectional experiences to develop their leader
identity. Prior to this study, very little research focused on the leadership development of Black
women administrators in higher education (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; West, 2015). Further,
there was little to no literature on how they used their leadership experiences to develop and
make sense of their leader identity, despite the significance and influence of leader identity on
leadership progression (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; Hammond et al., 2017; Moorosi, 2014).
Luckily, this work revealed Black women leaders are able to process their intersectional
experiences through noticing, interpreting, authoring, and enacting behaviors that ultimately
allow them to develop their leader identity.
The major impact of this research study is undeniable—it contributes to an almost nonexistent framework on the leadership trajectory of Black women in higher education. Yet, its
potential to continue and to improve the much-needed discourse of developing Black women in
higher education leadership is far more influential. Thus, this section serves several
purposes. First, I cover a discussion of what this work implies for future research and practice.
Following, and equally important, I provide an examination of what the findings implicate for
Black women leaders in colleges and universities.
Implications for Future Research
This project, and its focus on exploring and understanding how Black women develop
their leader identity has several implications for future research. As I sat to ponder on the lessons
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that can be learned from this work, one participant’s comment consistently grabbed my
attention—“we [Black women] get to be diverse too!” In this instance, she candidly detailed how
Black women’s encounters are oftentimes put in a box as if there is this one “Black woman
experience”—flattening intersectionality is what she called it. This terminology captured my
interest then, and even more so today. While I have been explicit from the very beginning of this
study in making it clear the intent of my work is in no way to essentialize, the findings have
made it more clear to me that greater research should be done on the leader identity development
of Black women that specifically and purposely transcend beyond discussions of race and
gender.
Within the intersections of these more salient social identity groups, unique leadership
experiences relating to class, ethnicity, religion, and geographic region were paramount. Thus,
yes, Black women leaders in higher education have similar experiences. However, there are more
within-group identity differences that warrant a deeper look at their leadership journey. Shields
(2008) argued “intersections create both oppression and opportunity” (p. 302). So, while Black
women administrators may face hardship because of their various interconnecting identities, their
experiences provide a greater prospect for us to do more research with a focus on learning what
it means to be a Black woman leader in higher education from various standpoints.
Moreover, additional research should also be done that concentrates on the impact of
relationships between Black women administrators and other Black and/or Black women faculty
and staff on leadership development. It is no secret that the leadership process is a social one
(Clapp-Smith et al., 2019; DeRue et al., 2009; Hammond et al., 2017; Hogg, 2001; Zheng &
Muir, 2013). It is often rampant with leaders incorporating, both consciously and subconsciously,
how they are perceived and treated by others and accordingly making the necessary changes to
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their leader identity. Participants in this study explained, at length, the profound impact the
interactions with their colleagues had on their leadership progression. The majority spoke about
the negative experiences they had with their White colleagues, which was to be expected from
prior literature (Henry, 2010; Henry & Glenn, 2009; Jean-Marie et al., 2009). However, more
worthy of noting is that many women shared the negative interactions they have had with other
Black and/or Black women colleagues that made them question how to and with whom to garner
support throughout their leadership journey.
Initially, this finding was quite perplexing to me. The research has demonstrated
verbosely that connections with other Black people, in general, and Black women, specifically,
are significant in sustaining the well-being of Black women (Henry, 2010; Henry & Glenn, 2010;
Collins, 2000). Yet, these same associations were not always ones to bear fruit in uplifting the
Black women leaders in this study. As I continued to search for a reasonable and scholarly
explanation to this phenomenon, one of my grandmother’s many proverbs eventually came to
mind. Anytime my brothers or I did not seem supportive of one another during a time of
accomplishment, she would always caution us about mimicking “crabs in a barrel.” This
metaphor is frequently used to describe people who are so consumed with ensuring that another
person fails out of fear that the other person’s success might hinder already limited opportunities
for themselves, they try to jeopardize that individual’s progression toward success. Many of the
participants alluded to the fact that they felt their Black counterparts were not supportive and
intentionally made things harder for them due to the scarcity of resources and opportunity they
all faced.
Could it be the issue Black women are having with other Black faculty and staff is
because we have adopted a “crabs in a barrel” mentality as a result of limited opportunities
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afforded to Black people in higher education? Undeniably, capitalism, White supremacy, and
patriarchy all combine to negatively affect minortized folks but particularly Black women to be
competitive instead of supportive – its woven into the fabric of our society. Subsequently, more
research should be done to determine the roots of this issue, as what has been made clear from
this study, and others, is that positive connections with other Black people, specifically with
other Black women, are vitally important in the leadership development of Black women (Henry,
2010; Henry & Glenn, 2010; Collins, 2000).
Furthermore, this project has also uncovered a need to expand the literature on the
influence of one’s social environment on their leader identity. Extant literature has discussed the
notion that while operating within the contexts of higher education, Black women leaders have
been forced to assume this sense of double-consciousness (Curtis, 2017; Davis & Maldonado,
2015; Lloyd-Jones, 2009; West, 2015). Despite whom they know themselves to be, society has
continued to operate from its own negative and derogatory perspective of Black women. Black
women are encouraged to take on leadership roles but can rarely showcase their true selves
primarily because higher education settings are typically not receptive of “all it means to be a
Black woman,” as one of the participants shared.
Most women in this study reported one or more instances in which they did not feel
comfortable genuinely displaying who they were in professional settings out of fear of having
their authority or capabilities questioned. Many revealed they had subconsciously developed
imposter-syndrome, in which they began to question their own abilities and whether they truly
belonged in such spaces. Others disclosed having to downplay their intelligence or simplify their
vocabulary in order to feel accepted and avoid conflict. Although it would seem reasonable that
leadership opportunities would help one grow in their professional trajectory, these types of
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experiences cause one to question the qualities Black women may have to remove or conceal
from their leader identity in order to be acquiesced. Nicholson and Carroll (2013) referred to this
phenomenon as identity undoing and argued that it should be the fundamental center of
leadership development efforts.
Comparably, Collins (2000) brilliantly argued Black women have been coerced into an
outsider-within status that has served to sustain their marginalization in our society. While this
unique, yet seemingly negative, standpoint has created barriers for many Black women, a lesson
can be learned from these challenges. “It illustrates how being in outsider-within locations can
foster new angles of vision on oppression” (Collins, 2000, p. 11). While their “… Blackness
makes them a perpetual outsider” (p. 11) in higher education settings, Black women
administrators are able to personally experience the reality that they cannot effectively lead while
incorporating the same strategies as their counterparts. Yet, this is not their fault nor is it their
responsibility. Hogg (2001) criticized leadership theory for “… neglecting the effects of larger
social systems within which the individual is embedded” (p. 186) and called for a more structural
examination of leadership. Therefore, a greater analysis is needed that sheds more light on how
one’s social environment affects their leader identity.
Lastly, further research should be done, in general, on how Black women administrators
develop as leaders in higher education and, more precisely, on how they expand their leader
identity. This study served as one of the few projects with this specific focus. More research
should be conducted with this same agenda. The most profound lesson in which participants
demonstrated was their leadership experiences were not a mystery, nor were they some
unsolvable puzzle. The women disclosed they have always been open about their leadership
experiences and, in expressed detailed, shared with me the perceived importance of these
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encounters on helping institutions provide support for other people that looked like them and
shared similar backgrounds. None of the women were reserved about their willingness to share
information that would help advantage other groups. I share these same sentiments. Thus, the
perplexity and reality of there being little to no research on Black women’s leadership and leader
identity development is astounding.
Clapp-Smith et al. (2019) further asserted, “the process of effectively developing
leadership competencies involves connecting the individual to context, relationships, culture,
meanings of leadership, and an understanding of one’s leader identity” (p. 11). With this
declaration, they argued for an identity-based approach to leadership development that “… takes
into account each individual’s unique understandings and assumptions about leadership and their
experiences” (p. 11). Therefore, their claims require us to delve deeper into Black women’s
leadership development and leader identity progression. Both the analytical framework used in
this study, as well as the newly crafted intersectional approach, demonstrated leadership
development is an ongoing and interwoven process specific to individual leaders (Hammond et
al., 2017; Moorosi, 2014). Furthermore, participants were able to showcase how various internal
and external factors influenced how they made sense of their own personal leader identity.
Consequently, the research presented in this study is somewhat unfinished. Further investigations
should be conducted that “stresses the importance of leader identity in both [leadership]
development and effectiveness” (Clapp-Smith et al., 2019, p. 11).
Recommendations for Future Practice
While this study has validated, the need to conduct more research on Black women
administrators, their leadership progression, and how they develop a leader identity, the primary
intent of this work, does not stop there. It is rooted in an action-based attempt to address
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challenges Black women uniquely face in higher education leadership. Thus, the need to adopt a
praxis perspective in this pursuit is critical.
As I sat to construct this part of my project, another one of my grandmother’s adages kept
replaying in my mind —“when you know better, you do better.” She would use this saying to
verbally chastise my brothers and I for things we may have done poorly but we knew we were
taught better. Her mere utterance of these words seemed to immediately touch us in a way that
unconsciously forced us to do what we knew was right if given another chance. That same
feeling has stuck with me until this very day.
It is my hope this lesson from my grandmother can be metaphorically applied to those
wanting to do the work of supporting Black women administrators. The research done in this
study exhibits several opportunities toward this effort. Firstly, we must learn to openly combat
societal representations of Black women, as these perspectives negatively impact how they are
viewed, evaluated, treated, and supported in higher education leadership (Davis & Maldonado,
2015; West, 2015). All of the women in this study referenced having to constantly be mindful of
the negative ways in which Black women are perceived and how they had to approach and
understand leadership differently because of this realization.
Regrettably, we live in a society where what we regard as facts are obtained from
unreliable resources, like social media and Google, are quickly disseminated without
contestation, just as hastily accepted as common knowledge, and then publicly displayed as our
own personal opinion. This unfortunate cycle continues with no regard to obtaining truth nor any
consideration of who might be hurt or adversely affected in the meantime. To this note, I argue
the first step in contesting societal perceptions of Black women is to take active steps to talk to
Black women. Go straight to the source. Learn who they really are.

223
While I think it is vitally important to conduct empirical research on this topic, as
previously referenced, sitting down to learn more about the experiences of Black women leaders
does not need to be only a scholarly or academic task. Change starts with us. Start by
independently taking the initiative to ask Black women about their experiences. Extant research,
including this study, has demonstrated that they will not be afraid to share (Clayborne &
Hamrick, 2007; Davis & Maldanado, 2015; Henry & Glenn, 2009). The issue is that they are
infrequently asked and that the experiences of others, in combination with society’s negative
perspectives, are fraudulently imposed upon them. Therefore, to actively contest widely accepted
narratives of Black women, my recommendation is to seek, welcome, and accept the
counternarratives, cultural wealth, and experiential knowledge they uniquely bring to higher
education leadership. We cannot adequately address the issues they face unless we truly
understand what those issues are.
Further, in combatting society’s misrepresentations of Black women, we must be openly
willing to call out injustices and point out things we know to be immoral. Many of the
participants in this study described being in public and professional spaces where they were
personally the subjects of microaggressions, unfair/harsh treatment or harassment,
discrimination, or the focus of prejudice or dis-tasteful racial and/or gendered jokes. In listening
to the women share these encounters, I too reminisced on how it felt to be in similar situations. I
can vividly remember rhetorically thinking—“is this a dream … can no one else see or hear what
just happened?,” and internally struggling with if I should speak up for myself and how that
might play into the angry/combative Black woman narrative. I can remember just wishing
someone would speak up—that someone would be willing to acknowledge what was obviously
wrong, someone besides me. In most cases, that never happened. Instead, I, like many other
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Black women, were left with the unnecessary conundrum of deciding whether it was even worth
standing up to immorality. In a society where it is acceptable to respect, agree with, or adore the
person who speaks the loudest or who receives the most proverbial “likes,” it can be unbearably
hard to speak out against those things that are unpopular and pervasive. But we must. We all
have a duty in combatting oppressive behaviors and practices (Delgado & Stefanic, 2012).
Therefore, effectively combatting society’s negative perspectives of Black women leaders begins
with people being willing to openly and consistently speak up against things they know are not
right. But it starts with us.
Most of the women in this study indicated institutional factors created obstacles to their
leadership progression. Subsequently, not only must we examine ourselves as individuals, but we
are also required to be critical and willing to contest our larger institutions. It is important for us
to recognize these structures have been strategically designed to view and treat minoritized
groups in a way that places them at an unfathomable disadvantage—especially in education. So,
working to restructure our educational systems is foundational in this pursuit. Simply “…
acknowledging the contradictory nature of education, wherein schools most often oppress and
marginalize while they maintain the potential to emancipate and empower” is our first step
(Yosso, 2005, p. 74). However, more than just a recognition is needed.
Institutions are ultimately operated and led by people. Yes, the journey begins with us.
But then it is important to understand the great work we are doing within ourselves and amongst
our immediate spheres of influence can be critically impactful on a larger scale. People who are
self-aware, educated, and empathetic to the barriers minoritized populations face in higher
education could be great leaders capable of making great change—if they are cognizant that our
institutions have to be a part of this shift. “Good leadership causes the right kind of change
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needed in a society or in higher education” (Wang & Berger, 2010, p. 3). Thus, we are forced to
examine our leadership, as the leadership of any organization typically dictates how that
organization is operated and whether it is susceptible to transformation. So, it would naturally
follow that institutions should analyze whether the people they have placed in leadership
positions charged with making strategic decisions on behalf of the organization are willing and
capable of making determinations that do not just benefit the majority but that, more importantly,
level the playing field for those who do not always have a voice. This can be a bold step for most
but having leaders who are prepared to go against the grain and challenge popular opinion is
critical.
In their critical analysis of leadership needed in higher education, Wang and Berger
(2010) further emphasized, “above all, researchers need to pay more attention to how to close the
leadership gap between theories and practice” (p. 10). One of the most common institutional
obstacles to leadership development participants disclosed was having to navigate within an
unwelcoming and/or harsh organizational culture or campus space in which it was clear their
background and experiences were not understood, valued, or accepted. However, acknowledging
the validity and importance of incorporating theoretical frameworks, like critical race feminism
and black feminist thought, into institutional decision-making and practices will make it easier to
center the experiences of Black women in leadership and provide the support they need to
continue to be great leaders (Collins, 2000; Henry, 2010). It is difficult to genuinely provide
resources to a population when you know nothing about their experiences and the challenges
they face. Therefore, leadership should be consistently trained and knowledgeable about these
theories and how incorporating them may help foster a more inclusive and accommodating
environment for Black women administrators.
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Understanding and integrating these frameworks into institutional policies, procedures,
and practices could take several different forms. First, organizations should focus on strategically
placing more Black women in leadership roles (Cobham & Patton, 2015; Curtis, 2017; Davis &
Maldonado, 2015; Henry & Glenn, 2009). A lack of critical mass of Black women in leadership
has been attributed to the various challenges they face along their leadership journey in higher
education (Henry & Glenn, 2009).
Allowing them more opportunities to lead has numerous benefits. Most women in this
study expressed they did not feel their environments were inclusive and welcoming of Black
women in leadership positions because there were little to no other Black women who looked
like them in administrator roles. This reality seemed to further limit perceived opportunities of
advancement at their current institutions and also restrained their mentorship opportunities.
Research has indicated the profound effects of having leadership who share similar backgrounds
with students, faculty, and staff on the development and retention of these campus populations
(Bass, 2012; Futrell et al., 2012; Horsford, 2012). Further, allowing Black women the
opportunity and space to connect, dialogue, and develop positive relationships with other Black
women is vital to their success (Collins, 2000; Dillard, 2016; Henry & Glenn, 2009). Lastly,
welcoming more Black women administrators will ensure institutions have leaders in place who
understand the encounters and challenges of diverse groups and who can genuinely support and
empathize with them from first-hand experience. It is easier to operate and make important
decisions from an inclusive and equitable standpoint when you have leaders who know what it is
like to be oppressed and unheard. They will work harder to fight on behalf of those who have
consistently been marginalized—the historical reality of Black women in leadership (Collins,
2000; Horsford, 2012).
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However, simply demonstrating a desire to place Black women in more leadership
positions is not enough. It is gravely important that institutions are intentional about recruiting,
hiring, developing, and retaining them once they have made the commitment to do so.
Participants in this study revealed accepting positions only to leave them and/or their institutions
after having accepted them. There were several reasons for departure. Many women expressed
they had continual issues with their supervisors and/or peers and did not feel as though they were
supported by their organization and/or human resources in resolving their issues. Others
expressed having heavier workloads than their colleagues and being paid less, not being offered
the same information as their peers about advancement opportunities, and not having support to
obtain specialized training and professional development that would have been beneficial to their
progression as leaders.
Accordingly, institutions should take several steps to address these issues and to
ultimately retain Black women leaders. They should thoroughly review their hiring, promotion,
and salary practices to ensure they are justifiable and fair. All faculty, staff, and administrators
should be afforded equitable promotion opportunities; and quite frankly, people should be paid
for the skillset they are able to offer and should be compensated for the work they do. Many
times, and as expressly stated in this study, Black women take on the burden of heavy workloads
to prevent from being perceived as difficult, as a means of supporting others, and as a way to
open more doors in the future (Curtis, 2017; Horsford, 2012). Most have been “… described as
not having been guided by monetary gains but commitment towards making a positive
contribution to their organizations and to the communities they serve” (Curtis, 2017, p. 100). But
we should not have to do this at the expense of our well-being and livelihood.
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Next, institutions should create a more welcoming environment by establishing a formal,
transparent, and confidential process for Black women to report racist, sexist, and discriminatory
practices with no apparent or perceived threat of retaliation. Most of the issues participants
revealed throughout their leadership journey were ones imposed and maintained by their direct
supervisors, but they did not feel like they would be believed or protected if they decided to
escalate the issue. Implementing a process that allows Black women to share their concerns and
feel necessary steps will be taken to address them is key. Creating a formal process that permits
employees to confidentially evaluate their supervisors, just as they are annually assessed, is a
step in the right direction.
Finally, institutions should work with Black women leaders to develop and implement a
formalized plan to ensure they are able to obtain the consistent training and professional
development needed to be great leaders. Great leadership takes practice and precision for most.
Coupled with the unique barriers Black women leaders face, an additional skillset is needed to be
effective. Essentially, being provided the appropriate tools to hone and continuously develop
these skills is critical, in addition to ensuring institutions are held accountable in this process.
Luckily, this project has provided us with the knowledge we need to support Black women
administrators. So, at this point, we know better. We all just have to take the initiative to do
better.
Suggestions for Black Women Administrators in PWIs
To this note, I would be remiss if I did not provide suggestions based on my research for
Black women administrators working diligently to continue to navigate spaces not built for us to
survive. So, to my beautiful Black women leaders—please know this work was not only done
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about you but also by you and for you. As such, I offer several propositions I hope you consider
as you progress through your leadership journey.
Number 1
The experiences disclosed throughout this project further reiterated that society, in
coordination with higher education institutions, is not meant to be kind to us nor is its intent to
respect us as leaders (Collins, 2000; Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Despite how much society
attempts to make us look and feel, remember that we are human and are equally deserving of all
the mercy and grace of any other person or group. Be self-aware. Mentally take note of who
people think you are but know who you truly are and do not allow others to force you out of
character. Remember to stand your ground though, speak up for yourself, and demand respect for
who you know yourself to be.
Number 2
Several participants in this study revealed that out of obligation, whether personal,
spiritual, professional, or perceived, they endured hardships while supporting others but were
able to use these challenges to resiliently progress as an effective leader. Please remember
helping others should never be at the detriment of your own well-being. For too long, we have
suffered at the expense of loving and leading (Bass, 2012). While it is important to “lift as we
climb” and help others along the way, it is time for us to share that responsibility and burden.
Take care of yourself first. It is ok to say no.
Number 3
Most women in this study expressed the power of networking and building positive
relationships with other Black women and women of color in strengthening their leadership
trajectories. Stay connected to people who look like you and/or who share similar experiences.

230
We are a unique group. Because our encounters are so distinctive, it tremendously helps when
you share a space with others who can validate your experiences (Collins, 2000; Henry & Glenn,
2009; West, 2017). However, please consider that your institutions and professional
environments will likely not make this connection for you. Be intentional about reaching out to,
supporting, and joining other Black women and women of color.
Number 4
Participants further divulged there were little to no Black women or women of color in
leadership roles in the various contexts of their leadership journey, which oftentimes caused
them to feel like they did not belong or contributed to them developing imposter syndrome. Try
your best to pursue opportunities in professional spaces that are diverse. Merely seeing someone
in a role you may want to later pursue confirms your goal is attainable, the institution or
organization may truly value diversity and inclusion, and leaders are in places that they can make
important decisions that encompass the issues, ideals, and interests of diverse groups (Wolfe &
Dilforth, 2015).
Number 5
Lastly, participant experiences heavily demonstrated that independently seeking
leadership opportunities and professional development was key to their success. To this note,
“[these aspects have] … emerged as a viable strategy that can assist [Black] women higher
education administrators [in] find[ing] the support they need to navigate the complex terrain of
unwritten rules, unspoken regulations, and unseen microaggressions” (West, 2017, p. 284).
However, do not depend on your institution and/supervisor to believe in or support you enough
to readily offer these prospects. While this would be ideal, it is important to recognize the
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significance of continuous personal and professional growth. Know your environment and be
willing to self-sufficiently seek out opportunities and people that will assist in your development.
Conclusion
Unfortunately, Black women are not always able to candidly share their stories but are
frequently the victims of one-size-fits all leadership theories and approaches that do not center
their experiences (Clayborne & Hamrick, 2007; Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Jean-Marie et al.,
2009; West, 2015). To this note, the purpose of this research study was to explore and
understand their leadership progression. Specifically, the overarching research question I sought
out to address was: In developing their leader identity, how do Black women administrators at
PWIs make sense of their leadership experiences? While more Black women are being placed in
leadership roles in higher education, there is still very little known about how they develop as
leaders (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Further, even less is known about how they develop a
leader identity, as, generally, the literature is currently scant at best on this aspect of leadership
development, as well (Hammond et al., 2017). As such, an intersectional approach to leader
identity development is necessary for Black women, specifically, that centers their unique
experiences in leadership (Moorosi, 2014). This study is distinctive in that it provided that
framework.
The study employed a hermeneutic phenomenological approach that permitted the
exploration of the lived experiences of 15 Black women administrators at PWIs as they detailed
how they made sense of their encounters to develop their leader identity. Semi-structured
interviews and participant journaling were used to capture their experiences. Hammond et al.’s
(2017) leader identity sensemaking model was incorporated as the analytical framework because
of its relevance and distinction in detailing the holistic and interactionist approach in
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understanding how leaders progress. Participants’ stories revealed Black women administrators
are resourceful—they are able to use their intersectional experiences to make sense of their
leader identity through noticing, interpreting, authoring, and enacting behaviors. People and
spaces; intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional factors; and reciprocal social support all
served as influencers in developing their leader identity.
Yet, this study also painted a stark picture that as Black women are making sense of their
world of leadership, so too are people making sense of them. Unfortunately, the perspectives
imposed on them are according to the negative and controlling images of Black women society
has introduced and that are continually maintained by their respective PWIs. As such, many have
adopted learned leadership behaviors and sought out support according to the viewpoints of
racist, sexist, and classist institutional structures that do not value or accept Black women
leaders.
To this note, this research study is important for several reasons. It is particularly useful
to institutions of higher education that desire to make a connection between identity, systemic
privilege and oppression, and leadership development. It contributes to a scant body of literature
that centers the experiences of Black women administrators in this conversation and holds
institutional structures accountable. The work demonstrates the importance of society writ-large
in working to dismantle oppressive structures and provide equitable leadership opportunities and
support for Black women. Lastly, it demonstrates the magnitude of supporting the development
of Black women leaders as change agents in higher education.
Consequently, there are numerous implications for future research and practice that is
revealed by this work. We should all adopt a praxis, or action-based approach to combatting
societal representations of Black women in leadership. We should actively seek to address
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institutional factors that affect their progression, such as discriminatory policies, procedures, and
practices; placing Black women in more leadership roles; and providing them with the necessary
support and professional development to aid in their advancement. Additionally, more research
should be conducted on the influences of other intersecting identities that could further
complicate their experiences, on the challenges some women have encountered with other Black
women during their journeys, as well as the possibility of identity undoing when existing in
contexts in which they are not allowed to genuinely showcase their Black woman-ness.
As a Black woman leader in higher education, I often reflect on my own experiences in
my personal quest to become a better leader—those that have been encouraging,
those that have been disheartening, and those that had the potential to be debilitating. In this
intimate journey of leadership development, I have found myself wondering how many other
Black women have gone down a similar path, have experienced the same hardships, or have
given up on higher education leadership as a result of the unwelcoming and unaccommodating
environment its institutions, and leadership, often allow and reinforce. Like many other Black
women, I feel my personal duty is to support other Black women in their journeys. Now, and as a
self-proclaimed scholar and researcher of the leadership development of Black women
administrators, I am currently equipped with the tools to effectively do so.
I have had the pleasure of connecting with 15 amazing Black women leaders who have
shared their stories and provided me a greater insight into what it means to be a Black woman in
leadership. As I have mentioned countless times before, this research study was not meant to
essentialize or make the focus “one Black woman leadership experience” rather to distinguish
Black women as a unique group requiring distinct recognition and support. Shields (2008)
argued, “intersections create both oppression and opportunity” (p. 302). So, while the struggles
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Black women face in higher education are exclusive, being able to engage with the participants
in this study presented me with a unique opportunity to help address those issues from the
perspectives of the population actually experiencing them.
Davis further (1990) offered:
We must strive to “lift as we climb” … we climb in such a way as to guarantee that all of
our sisters and brothers, regardless of social class, and indeed all of our brothers climb
with us. This must be the essential dynamic of our quest for power. (p. 5)
While I candidly recognize Black women are not afforded the traditional spheres of power other
groups enjoy, I am reminded of “… the connections between knowledge and empowerment”
(Collins, 2000, p. 227). Ultimately, conducting this research study has positioned me in a place
of both power and empowerment. Not only have I been able to “… stimulate new interpretations
of [Black] women’s experiences” around leader identity development (Collins, p. 2000, p. 227),
but I also hope to encourage other Black women administrators to use the knowledge they have
obtained in their leadership journeys to do what we do best—lift as we climb.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A
Structured Journal Prompt
To be completed prior to the scheduled individual interview - (adapted from Clapp-Smith et al.,
2019).
Prompt: In thinking about and reflecting on your own personal experiences as a Black woman in
higher education leadership, please map the key events that have shaped your leader identity on a
timeline. The formatting of the timeline may be fairly unstructured, as long as key events are
clearly identified.
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Appendix B
Individual Interview Protocol
Part I – Focused Life History: this component of the interview will allow participants to
provide detail about past experiences and encounters that may have aided them in making sense
of their leader identity (adapted from Seidman, 1991).
1) The leadership development process tends to start with an individual’s personal
perspective of leadership. What are your personal conceptions of leadership? Can you
recall your earliest thoughts around what it meant to be an effective leader?
2) How has your family, community, and/or events in your early childhood influenced your
idea of what is required to be an effective leader?
3) How have your academic experiences (including primary, secondary, and postsecondary) affected your perceptions of effective leadership?
4) Please describe how your career and professional experiences leading up to your current
role have shaped how you approach leadership presently?
5) How have your past experiences shaped how you approach leadership in higher
education specifically?
Part II – Details of the Experiences: this component of the interview will allow participants to
provide detail about present experiences and encounters that may have aided them in making
sense of their leader identity (adapted from Seidman, 1991).
6) Briefly reconstruct a typical day in your current role. What is it like to do the work that
you do?
7) How do the relationships and interactions with your colleagues strengthen or undermine
your personal perceptions of what it means to be a leader?
8) How do your various social identities (i.e. race, gender, class, religion, etc.). influence
how you approach leadership?
9) We know that Black women as a collective have historically been involved with
supporting others across various contexts. What, if any, function do you believe your
identity as a Black woman plays in the obligation to support others on campus?
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10) What types of cross-domain social support, if any, have you sought to aid in your
leadership development?
11) What institutional factors, if any, created obstacles to your leadership development?
12) What resources/support systems does/could your current institution offer to assist you
with becoming the leader that you aspire to be?

Part III – Reflection on the Meaning: this component of the interview will allow participants
to provide detail on how lifelong encounters that may have aided them in making sense of their
present leader identity (adapted from Seidman, 1991).
13) Think about the work that you do as a Black woman leader in higher education.
Specifically, what does that work mean to you?
14) Reflect on the various contexts that you identified as influences to your leader identity.
What context(s) (familial/community/early childhood, educational experiences,
career/professional) have affected how you perceive leadership the most?
15) How have you adapted your own personal leader identity based on these contextual
experiences?

16) What, if any, additional leadership opportunities, knowledge, skills, or abilities have you
sought to obtain as a result of your experiences across multiple contexts?

17) Considering your experiences with developing your own leader identity, what do you
believe is the value of offering personal narratives to institutions looking to support
Black women in their leadership development?
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Name
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